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	1. It Begins

**Prologue**

**In a land before blight,**

**Wight ruled in light.**

**Water flowed in trite,**

**Fire burned bright,**

**Wind howled in flight,**

**Earth held delight.**

**Yet Wight's light beckoned their dight.**

**Soon, rite turned right.**

**And they twisted their might,**

**to smite each and others sight.**

**Rage, rage against the dying of light,**

**Though wise men at their end know, dark is right.**

**There is no hope for eternal, vengeful spite.**

**Yet Wight comes nonetheless, bringing wright.**

**Darkness will settle,**

**To test Wight's mettle.**

**Aether will soon fade,**

**and a battle shall be waged.**

**For when the light sputters and dies,**

**Fallen Guardians must rise.**

**But beware of the Wizened cries,**

**for what they speak, are all lies.**

**Fallen one, hearest thou my voice still?**

**If wished so, thy heart will dance a new beat,**

**Like embers dancing in a dying flame.**

**A fire brazens, reborn with a new name.**

* * *

><p>The gentle breeze and incessant mating call of the cicadas surrounded a young girl standing at a cliff's edge. Leaves fell uncaringly as she cast another sad look down the words etched in stone. She looked at the marble forlornly, hands clenched together in prayer for the lost soul. The hood is put down, revealing black shoulder-length hair with red tints at its edges.<p>

"Hey mom." She starts with a pained grimace. "I'm 15 now. I've been drinking milk everyday like you wanted." A pause. "Things have been pretty tense around here." She puts her hands behind her back, fidgeting slightly under the stone's gaze.

"Some guy went around Patch last night and beat up Yang." Upon noticing the meaning of her words, she hastily added another set to avoid confusion. "But don't worry! She was just unconscious! She's grounded for skipping school, so she learned her lesson. Probably…" she finished uncertainly.

The stone listens to the child's ramblings, offering nothing but its stony visage as a response. The girl seemed satisfied in this arrangement, yet her heart tells another story altogether.

"Oh! Uncle Qrow's going to be out in a mission for awhile." She beams. The smile was both genuine and painful. The thought of losing _another_ loved one was a wound she was not ready to take. She still carried the tender scars of her mother, and if she lost her uncle…

No doubt she would break apart.

Lightly pumping her right fist, she continues. "Something about shady business and all that. It's top-secret!"

A howl from behind urges her to finish up. She turns around and sees a short and stubby corgi panting happily near the verdant greenery.

"Okay Zwei! I'm almost done." She hollers.

The dog barks in response.

Looking back at the stone, she whispers sullenly. "I miss you, mom. I really do." Her lips start to quiver and a lone tear streaks down her left eye. Upon noticing, she quickly dabs out the liquid with her sleeve.

Amidst grief, she found the strength to grin. "I'm going to Vale to buy some parts for Crescent Rose. Wish me luck!" Her cheerfulness, false as it was, did little to ease the heartache. She walks away, but not before giving her mother the words she wished she'd said before her departure.

"I love you."

The stone answered quietly in valediction.

* * *

><p>Trees were everywhere and leaves fell endlessly down the softened ground. The trek back to Patch was the same as always for little Red. A dull ubiquity, she muses. And so with all the energy and innocence of a young girl about to be introduced to teenage hormones, she ran through Cliffside Forest, turning and twirling around a tune, dog in tow.<p>

"C'mon Zwei! You can run faster than that!" the girl taunts merrily. A song blares from her headphones, the newest song by Casey Lee Williams.

The dog grunts in the effort and runs 'harder' as opposed to running faster. Its small stature ensured that it could not speed up any quicker than the rate it's going now. Small dogs run longer, not faster. Surely he was trying his very best, not that the girl knew.

"We are light~ning!" She sings while narrowly avoiding the trunk of a tree. The dog starts to slow from the impossible pursuit. 'Why do I even try?', it ponders.

"Str~aying from the thunder!" She starts to skip lightly, adding a spin before the _awesome_ chorus. A leaf fell meters before her, its trajectory would definitely land at her wide open—

"Mira~ack!?"

–mouth. The girl stops running from the unexpected object threatening to choke her. Momentum, however, wasn't very forgiving. Soon, she stumbled forth—twisting and twirling uncontrollably—and eventually stopped on the foot of a tree.

She spat out the offending leaf and wiped the drool off her mouth. "Hopefully nobody saw that." She muttered embarrased. The song continued to play, but the dog was nowhere to be found.

"Zwei?", she called out.

Seconds pass, and she heard a familiar woof a short distance west of where she lay.

"Stay there! I'm coming over!" After patting off the grime and smoothing her skirt, she sped off towards the source.

A dilapidated, wooden house greeted her on arrival. It looked like it was destroyed by an Ursa. _Not good._

"Zwei!", she beckoned. There was no answer. She unfurled her High-Calibre Sniper-Scythe, Crescent Rose, and held it defensively. Steeling herself, she walked inside. The door was deliberately wrecked. She gripped her weapon tightly and ventured deeper.

"Zwei?" She asked tentatively while casting a look inside. What she saw horrified her. Faint blood stains decorated the bed, now destroyed. A boy was lying in a death-like state, hand clutching tightly on his scroll. He wore a red jacket over a white shirt, blue jeans, some sneakers and a black cap. But that's not what shocked her the most.

"Zwei…" she whispered, obviously scandalized by what she was seeing. The dog was…humping…over the poor boy's leg.

The boy stirred and she immediately stiffened.

_The boy wasn't dead. Yay!_

He opened his eyes, black as coal, and looked at the mutt.

"What the fu-" Then he looked at her, a small hooded figure holding a giant red scythe, arguably poised to kill.

He blinked, took a deep breath, and screamed heavenward.

"HOLY SHIT!"


	2. The Reproachful Truth

Even if you've accepted loss, the longing is unbearable.

* * *

><p><span>The Reproachful Truth<span>

Ow.

A sharp pain attacks my ears, releasing me from the shackles of slumber and nearly goading me to slap whatever was producing this ungodly sound. That is until I saw the source.

Incoherent blubbering.

There's a baby crying beside me. A light blue cloth—the baby's apparel—moves back and forth as the mother clamors for their demand of comfort. Her wrinkled hands grasp the fabric of their shirt gently but firmly and her rather youthful face stares intently at the baby's. A cacophony of familial disagreement fills the aircraft cabin. The woman begins to soothe with gentle cooing, a stark contrast to the harsh cries of the child. Despite the effort, it continues to sob without a care. This did not go unnoticed. Murmurings and gazes directed towards us filled my peripherals, much to my dismay. Hey, there's an old man leering, but was it towards the lady or the baby? The mother's discomfort was laid bare for me—her seatmate—to see. Poor mother.

Poor me. My ears bleed and plead.

I wanted to say _something_... but I was never one for comforting other people. As Carl put it, I had the emotional spectrum of a rock. Which in my opinion was just, well apathy? But what would you expect from a 16-year old whose only real friends were a rude cat, a senile uncle, and Caslon, the iPhone. Yes, I named my phone. Sue me. I didn't have any friends outside the house. If it wasn't school-related, I wasn't allowed to leave! Though admittedly, I wouldn't even if I had a choice.

As for my social cues? Ha! You'd have a better chance of making friends with a damn rock. The 21st of March, 2009. I was 10 years old back then. The daughter of my dad's friend had a birthday party and surprisingly, I was invited. I didn't even know who the girl was, but she wouldn't let me eat cake without giving her a gift. _Rude. _And so when we were asked to play a game of describing the dear birthday girl in one word…

_"Kind."_

_"Sweet."_

_"Beautiful."_

_"Responsible."_

_**"Monster," **__I yelled. A sly grin accompanied my comment, proud that I was able to describe her personality accurately._

_Then pandemonium._

That's how you don't make friends. Birthday-girl cried, and the parents looked like they wanted to strangle me. Needless to say, I was never invited to a party again. Uncle Carl got a good laugh out of the whole thing, though. Entertained him for weeks.

_Then back to the infernal machine._

Perhaps the only thing that can be considered remotely good in my situation would be Uncle Carl. He's a traveling chemphyiologist—a weird hybrid between a biologist, chemist, and a physicist. I know that's not an official title, but hey? We give value to our titles, not the other way around. So as far as I'm concerned, he can name himself whatever he wants as long as he can back it up. Auntie Kyle mentioned to me that 'Flash' was one of his more famous ones, though in what context she refuses to say.

He's a speaker by trade, so whenever he's invited for a talk in some country, he'd take me with him. I've gone to a lot of places and was, unfortunately, victim to his horrible jokes. Sometimes he'd talk about scientific crap, but there was never a day he wouldn't tell an awful joke. And the flirting...God. I've never met anyone as confidently awkward as him, apart from myself. I guess the apple really doesn't fall far from other trees.

_"Grizzly bears have a distinctive shoulder hump."_

_"Snails are protandric. Their testes degrade into ovaries as they mature."_

_"What do you call a Thai-made Titanic? Thaitanic."_

_"I found that humerus, get it?"_

_"That dress would look better accelerating towards my bedroom floor at 9.8 m/s2, if you catch my drift. Wink, wink. Nudge, nudge."_

_"Once you go black, you never go back. Black holes, baby. I'll send you to a place where no one has."_

He was never successful in all his attempts. The exchange always ending in either a slap on the cheek or a kick in the groin. I wonder how he won Auntie Kyle over, those jokes were horrifying. Seeing him fail though was hilarious.

Good times.

Speaking of my uncle, he's currently snoring away on the window seat. Uncaring of the blaring cry of the baby.

_Lucky bastard._

The baby stops crying. Its eyes closed in content and mouth feeding hungrily on her mother's bosom. Like an animal, the baby is fed with love, sweet and milky. Hunger at first I suppose, is innocent_. _The mother looks relieved. A small smile graces her lips as she gently touches the baby's forehead with her index_._ Finally done with the ordeal, she nods apologetically to the people around us. Mumbling a soft sorry to each one. When she looks at me, I offer her a smile and try to ease the tension.

"Does she always do this? The baby I mean.", I question as quietly as possible. My voice still raspy and deep from disuse, like grating cheese. Fortunately, the aircraft noise conceals the unpleasantness of my voice.

The woman blinks in surprise at my query, as if it were verboten. I immediately felt ashamed. Was I being rude? Worse, was I flirting? No! I will not be a horny dog like Uncle Carl! That man had several restraining orders from women. Then to my relief, she smiles at me. Her brilliant white teeth were distinguishable even from the dark cabin. Her long, blond ponytail moves slightly from the action. Oh eternal and majestic ponytail, you are tantamount to hairly perfection. Her eyes—a sapphire blue—twinkle in amusement as she adjusts her body to a more comfortable position. Her creamy white legs moving so painstakingly slow I feel a sudden tightness in my pants. Her shorts—short shorts (dear lord how does she withstand the cold)— move hypnotically against her heart-shaped posterior. Face. Curves. Haunches. She has it all.

_Balt, you horny dog. Stop it. _

If she did notice my eyes trailing inappropriately, she didn't show it. Thank God.

"Not always. You know babies, they don't like the feeling of pressure in their ears. Don't know how to deal with them yet.", she answers just as silently with a quick laugh. Her voice was melodic. Not a childish high pitched voice, but a deeper tone, one that oozed estrogen.

I lay stunned in surprise. Wasn't she creeped out? Maybe talking wasn't as hard as the books and movies showed it to be. Moments passed and I realized I didn't give her a response. Gotta keep up the rapport.

"Well if it makes you feel any better, I've got a baby here too. He's currently snoring in my ear. What's worse,", I pause for effect. "He's twice my age.", I finish in what I hope was a serious voice.

She laughs. The music a tickling sensation to my ears. Her free hand cups her mouth in an attempt to stifle the laughter. Her torso quivering. C-cup. Borderline D.

_Testosterone-filled dog!_

Suddenly, the baby cries. The unexpected noise stopping her laughing fit. Her focus on me now fully diverted. Welp. It was fun while it lasted. I patiently wait for the baby to stop crying, which didn't take long. I could say for certain that the woman loves her child, with the way she gently holds her charge and manner she caresses the baby's cheeks._ Like a delicate flower_. The action fleetingly brought a sudden pang in my heart.

The baby finally stops, and I could finally see the mother's weariness. Her eyes bagged with dark circles, mouth sighing in temporary repose. It seems I have to wrap it up.

"Sorry 'bout that. She gets restless whenever I talk to someone while breastfeeding.", she says tiredly. The words giving off a sense of fatigue.

I truly felt sorry for her, but I could not offer her anything but comfort in words. _Words that aren't even mine._

"It's fine. You know what they say about parenthood: even when it's hell, it's heaven.", I firmly voiced, glad that I did not stutter one bit. My voice still sucks, though.

She stares at me rather creepily, not saying a word. Her eyes gazing with mine. Was it something I said? Seconds pass and I start to wonder if I offended her in any way. Then she smiles. It was so beautiful and perhaps seductive it made my heart flutter and my ears grow red with embarrassment.

"You're unexpectedly shrewd for someone your age. You remind me of my husband.", she replies, her tone wistful.

"Um...is he..." _dead?_, I ask fearfully, afraid of the potential repercussions in asking the wrong question.

"No..No! He's not! He's waiting for us at the end of this flight.", she says heatedly. Her face a comical expression, lips pursed and head shaking in the negative rapidly.

I laugh. Internally. I couldn't voice out my happiness, lest the baby wake. Talking was fun, though. Was this what it felt like in every conversation? Man, I missed out on a lot.

"Hey, um. What's your name?", she asks, tilting her head slightly.

Ah, the moment of truth. The first exchange in a friendship is either one's hand or name. Hopefully, she doesn't laugh at mine.

"You can call me Balt. Haha...", I respond lamely.

"Balt as in Baltimore?"

"The one and only. But that's my nickname. My real name is Basalt Sealey." I hesitantly replied, much to my chagrin.

"Basalt Sealey, huh? Fitting.", she says rather cryptically. Her words fill me with curiosity, and slight fear. Cryptic words were never good, no matter where they came from.

"Balt...right?", I nod.

"My name's Rey Durnian by the way.", she pauses, "If you wouldn't mind, I'm really tired right now. It's two in the morning."

Crap. She hates me. A hot girl hates me. I have to hide from the world. She thinks I'm creepy and she'll tell everyone about it, then everyone's going hate me.

"But it was nice talking to you Balt. Refreshing. I don't meet a lot of kids as insightful as you." She gives me a dazzling smile.

Crisis averted!

"Good night...wait...it's well in the morning now. Good morning? Sweet dreams anyways." She says in farewell, leaving for dreamland. After giving me another smile, she lies back against the headrest and proceeds to sleep.

"Sweet dreams. Don't let any black holes bite.", I chuckle at my response, pathetic as it was.

I should probably get back to sleep as well. There's still considerable distance between the plane and our destination_. _I look up and stare at the soft glow of the non-smoking sign. Its light, an unwavering yellow hue, induces an eye-tiring effect. This, coupled with the cold, artificial air and the gentle bobbing of the plane, soon lulls me back to the sweet embrace of slumber.

_Ever so delicately._

* * *

><p>"Phoooo...", a soft whistle. I feel a numb tapping on my head.<p>

…_Reed? Why are you here stupid cat? You're not in heat are you?_

"Phoo…", another hoot, accompanied by a harsher rap.

_Get off me. Go fuck with something else. My head won't get pregnant._

"Poo."

A weight is lifted from my head and relief fills it as blood circulation returns. I hear wings flapping away from my face. The gust strong enough to grant emancipation from sleep's restrains.

"Guh! Hah!" I gasp for breath. Cold. Cold. COLD. I need my jacket. Uncle Carl has my jacket. Great, that guy's a pain to wake. I looked to my left and instead of an old man drooling, I find the empty ground staring back at me.

"...Uncle Carl?"

"...", the ground does not speak.

Where's everybody? Where's the plane? Where's my seat? WHERE'S CASLON?

I feel a cool brush of the wind against my pelvis, tickling a particular region very lightly.

"Why am I naked!"

_Keep calm. The first rule of waking up in a place unfamiliar to you: List what you know now. Worry about what to do with them later._

Eyeing my surroundings, I'm in a dark forest. _That's bad_. Dark means nighttime, the most dangerous period for a man when in a forest. _Alone. _I'm sitting on the cold rough ground with nothing but my own skin and a black, Yankees baseball cap (which I promptly used to cover my manhood) as protection from the frosty night wind. I screamed my terror internally, relieved myself externally, then planned accordingly.

_Establish the facts._

Inventory check. I had a cap and…that's it. Damn, it's cold. I'm completely nude. Let's see, I'm trapped in a forest filled with potential predators, at night, with no immediate signs of civilization, wearing nothing but a damn cap in my nether region. My chances of survival were pretty slim. And did I mention IT'S COLD!?

"Well, I guess this is a night-mare. Huh, get it?", I say to no one in particular. The quiet applause of chirps surrounds me.

"Even here, only crickets can appreciate the beauty of my puns."

Focus. The sooner I find civilization, the better my chances of survival. Time to move. But before I could, a series of blue boxes appeared in front of me so unexpectedly I swore DJ Heart skipped a beat, and made up for it by suddenly pumping faster.

**[ Now exiting {#$&* # 45^# *} ]**

**[ Now Entering {Cliffside Forest} ]**

"Gah!?", I cry out in surprise.

This… isn't possible. Okay, I'm seriously considering uncle slipped something in my system. That damn geezer always makes me eat weird stuff. It's either that or I'm going crazy. Probably the latter.

"Cliffside Forest huh? Well, at least I know where I am now. Dunno about that gibberish though, is that a new font?"

The boxes disappear just as abruptly, and I am left staring at the empty space to where they once were.

"Status." I murmur with slight hope.

…

…

Well, it was worth a try.

So I walked, one hand at my side and the other at my unmentionables. As my dad would say whenever we get lost, look for signs of home. Given that all I see are trees that I don't recognize, following his advice would be useless. Thanks, dad. Perhaps the stars would help. I look up to the shattered night, trying to find Polaris.

"That's weird, it's not there. Maybe big dipper is…wait. No. It's not there either. Not anywhere. By Nietzche's godly mustache, these constellations are all-"

Foreign? Different?

"They're all **w****rong.**"

...Did I eat something weird before sleeping? Was the mother a hypnotist!? Or was this a fantasy world created by my mind, moments before it expires, brought about by sleeping while the plane was crashing into oblivion and all that?

"Hey look at the moon. It ain't a circle no more.", I voiced out in fear. My legs quiver slightly in every step. The implications of this were quite deadly and frankly, very unrealistic. I stopped walking to look at the moon with scrutiny. It was broken, in the literal sense. The pieces were reminiscent of a crooked smile. Happy. Delighted. It was damn creepy.

"This is lunacy!", I exclaim in fearful surprise and awe of my unintended pun.

It's official. I'm either in another world or in the future of mine. Perhaps I'm going insane? My psychologist certainly thinks so. I'll worry about all this later. Right now, food and shelter take precedence.

"With all my heart," I mutter, "I hope Uncle Carl didn't spike my drink with some magic mushroom again."

I walked on once more in silence.

* * *

><p>I've been on-foot for awhile now. My feet are sore from the lack of footwear<em>. <em>Although the broken moon is a sight I don't relish looking, I'd have to say it's effect on the scenery is quite pleasant. If it weren't for the lack of a camera and my apparent nudity, I would've taken a selfie. The shadows flicker gently back and forth as a dancer's bounce. Twig by twig, the night-entangled trees loom around my naked form. The night speaks- as if my ears were beset with a thousand incomprehensible whispers all at once.

_Turn back. Turn back. Death awaits._

_You're a dick._

_17-38 ey._

_A potato._

_Just do it._

Yep. My mind's playing tricks on me. Perhaps I'm dehydrated. _Or insane._ And cold. I'm so cold. I feel like—

Suddenly, I was attacked by a sense of apprehension and trepidation. I froze. I could feel something watching me from afar. A grizzly bear? Probably. Those things hunt at night. Porcupines? I wouldn't want to step on one sleeping. Maybe a masked, cannibalistic human? Darwin's beard, maybe all of them combined together. Nah, that's just silly, or was it? Moments passed and I realized standing there like a zebra shot with a sedative won't do me any good at all. I adjusted the position of the cap in my nethers and walked again. Aimlessly, but warily. Trudging on the roadless path, green and leafy, all the while covering my manhood with a baseball cap. Left and right were trees that have been here for quite a while, from their massive girth and abundance of verdant greenery. I would have taken the place as a peaceful park, were it not for the lack of a road and the presence of claw marks on that tree right there—a multitude of jagged lines etched in a criss-cross fashion.

Wait, claw marks!? That would mean-

_"__**ROOOOOOOAAAAAAARRRRR!**__", _a guttering sound. One that made me jump like a chicken and squeal like a pig—ready to be killed in the next moment—and land painfully on my arse (did I mention butt naked?).

CRAP THAT STINGS! There better not be a rock stuck in my ass. If Uncle Carl saw this, I know exactly what he'd say with that pompous, grandfatherly voice of his.

"_I bet you'd like it more if it were a stick. A loooong one."_

I swiftly stood from my supine form and looked around for any signs of the predator, which apparently was just in front of me. Freshly awoken it seems, just my damn luck_._ Of course, upon seeing the goliath, I ran as frantic as I could. I did not piss in my baseball cap when I saw that monster. I certainly did not wear a baseball cap filled with my own urine and accidentally drink some while screaming. I'm no Bear Grylls. Speaking of bears…

Apparently, the one chasing me was. How do I know? Well, bears are territorial animals. So they make an effort to mark their territory. Usually, they strip off the bark of trees and use it as bedding material, sort of like peeling a banana. Add in the patches of black fur in those marks and there you have it. A telltale sign of a bear. And the fact that I hear four simultaneous thumps—a quadruped I deduce-just cements my conjecture. Ignoring the sting in my eyes and the foul liquid dripping down my head, I make it past countless trees, weaving in a zigzag fashion in an effort to confuse my pursuer. The work, however, proved fruitless as the four-legged monstrosity seemed to rampage indiscriminately through the trees.

I could feel the bear getting closer. It's raspy, ragged breaths getting louder each tree I pass. I could almost imagine it; The hungry look in its eyes as it chases; its brown fur tainted red; and its mouth previously dripping with saliva would gnaw and grind fleshy ol' me. Just as I began to entertain thoughts of letting the bear eat me, since running wasn't worth the effort anymore, I noticed something from afar. A glimmer of hope. It was a cliff just begging to be jumped on. With some sort of box embedded in the middle. A grave perhaps?

_Wouldn't that kill you? _Annoying-uncle-voice asks.

Dumb ideas often start brightly.

_Yep. Until you try them that is._

Hey, great ideas begin as prospects too. You'll never know what category they lie unless you try them.

_Famous last words._

"MY ASS STILL HURTS! SOMETHING'S STUCK DAMMIT!"

_Your famous last words right there. Haha!_

They say that whenever you're running from something—whether it's a killer, a dog or your mother —never look back. If there's one thing survival and horror movies taught me, it's this. Looking increases the chances of you tripping and slows you down quite a bit, which might prove all the difference. Then it's game over. I turned my head slightly. Just a wee bit, to check what was embedded in my asshole. A harmless peek.

_With devastating consequences._

And I tripped over a root. Again, landing on my ass, now fully facing my pursuer. Unfortunately, there was something inside my ass.

"MOTHER—"

It wasn't a rock.

Turns out, it wasn't just a bear. It had a menacing white mask that hid two glowing red eyes. Armored plates covered its body and to complete its appearance, it had long bone-like protrusions along its back.

A masked, cannibalistic, porcupine bear. Wonder of wonders. Damn otherworld bullshit.

**[ Codex Updated: {Ursa Major} ]**

Not now!


	3. Just a Bad Day, Not a Bad Life

_All things are born without reason and die by chance. Therefore, there's no meaning neither in life nor death._

_~Jean-Paul Sartre_

* * *

><p><span>Just a Bad Day, Not a Bad Life<span>

There's an angry cannibalistic-porcupine-bear in front of me. I better start running.

"**ROOOOOOOAAAAAAARRRRR!**"_,_ a bellow of rage.

Correction.

BIG, LOUD and ANGRY cannibalistic-porcupine-bear coming towards me. Start fucking running!

Ignoring the burning sensation on my posterior, I scramble back up and quickly spot a trench. It was small enough for me to slip in, and could arguably provide temporary shelter from that monstrosity.

"**ROOOOOOOAAAAAAARRRRR!**", the beast comes.

Bears are intelligent creatures. If I don't confuse it somehow, it'll just find another way to claw itself inside the trench. _And kill me._ I need to distract it before I take cover. But how?

_Use your ass…_

My ass is burning, so what?

_Feel the burn…_

I smell smoke.

"Moby's dick! What the hell is in my ass!? It's burning like crazy! Ow! Dammit!"

_Take it off then, stupid boy._

I reached for the offending object with my right hand and pulled **hard**…and felt like it got seared by a frying pan, doused with gasoline, lighted up and left to simmer for a while, then seared again for good measure.

WHAT! IN! FIERY! HELL! SEARING! BLISTERING! SCORCHING! BURNING! HEAT! HOT!

…Out came a small, clear glass bottle— three inches long and a half inch in diameter—with a cork stopper attached. There's some red stuff inside, and writing. 'Caution: Volatile'

"**HRRRRRRRRRRRRRR!**", another bestial roar. I look at the creature, and gape in morbid fascination and fear — body slightly trembling at the hunter's nearing form. Its deep breaths and heavy grunts form visibly in the night air. The trees fall one by one, as it comes. As it** rampages**. The dull but powerful thumping of its legs in sync with the rapid beat of my heart—which would probably cease in a short while.

_When it gets to you, mauls you senseless, then devours what's left. _

The deathly spirit moves closer. The drabness of its figure is unnerving. Pure blackness. As if all moonlight that strikes against its plated skin is lost in the bear's abyssal fur. An all-consuming darkness. The black-white color dichotomy reminds me of Death, the Destroyer, the Hooded One—the Grim Reaper. This _thing _could pass as a personification of death itself. All it needs is a scythe and a heavy diet.

"**ROOOOOOOAAAAAAARRRRR!**", it beckons.

The creature's holographic red eyes flash madly as it shrugs off another tree. Uncaringly sending it towards the growing pile of uprooted flora. It's getting dangerously close. _Thud. __Crash. Thud. Thud. _It's actually pretty slow for a bear. The average bear can run up to 40 km/hr. This one seems to be running a mere 10. That's pretty weird. It has the size to match its strength. Doesn't matter, this works to my advantage, more thinking time.

Wait, that's it! I could throw the bottle! From the burn in my hand, the contents seem volatile. Use the force. Force = Mass x Acceleration. The bottle doesn't weigh much, so I just have to throw it hard. There's even a marker in its mask. A red circle?

"I'm not gonna stand around and be a Leonardo Dicaprio bitch! Go to hell shitty bear!", I barked fiercely as I prepared to throw the bottle for this short battle.

I threw with all the strength I could muster. Bullseye. The moment the bottle shattered on the shitty bear's visage, fire engulfed its body. A blazing white color, the heat of which cracked some of the bodily armor on its face and torso. The light illuminated the dark forest, doing a much better job than this moon. A flash that cuts through darkness, a light that breaks the night. The bear skids to a halt in pain and stands upright. Its front legs, hitherto used for pursuing, is now fanning off the flames from its face. Ha! Take that, shitty bear. I stopped you.

_Yeah, when it was like, 8 meters away from you. _Okay, stop it imaginary uncle-voice. You're just annoying now.

Like every flame, it would not last. It would sputter and dim, like right now. The fire's starting to die out.

"**ROOOOOOOAAAAAAARRRRR!**"

I better start running.

* * *

><p>Upon reaching the trench, I dropped down and curled myself. It was deep enough to hide from plain sight, but not enough to grant refuge from a bear's claws. Now, I just have to stay still and wait quietly for the bear to leave.<p>

I should think about the bear while staying here.

It definitely wasn't a species that I know of on Earth. Last time I checked, they didn't have masks and armor, oh and they weren't black as night. Still… how do they even mate? Those spikes are long enough to impale any male brave enough to copulate. They're at least one and a half meters long! And who knows if they can grow even longer! Maybe it's like the love darts of snails? Perhaps their reproductive cycle involves impregnating each other, but that means they're a monoecious species. Or are they sequentially hermaphroditic? Given its size, it's a possibility. But that's one messy phylogeny. Hm.

My thoughts were interrupted by the shitty bear's roar.

"**ROOOOOOOAAAAAAARRRRR!**"

I freeze. Damn it! It's still here! Why is it still here!? I didn't scratch myself did I? No blood to track? All I have is this damn cap and—

Oh no. OH NO. I smell like piss. Bears have a good sense of smell. Oh dear. This is bad.

I hear a thumping. It's getting closer.

_REALLY BAD._

I could hear it clearly. The sniffs and bloodthirsty growls were getting louder. It was searching for something. _Me._ I was terrified. Worse, I couldn't move. I was trapped against the ground, underground, helpless. I was stuck between a hard place and rocks. I was scared shitless.

**[ {FEAR} DETECTED! ]**

**[ Paradigm Shift: {_%^$& _} to {_Noctis_} ]**

Windows appeared but I paid them no heed, too frightened to care. If this was how I was going to die, at least I was able to hurt my killer, pathetic as the damage was.

I waited for the inevitable.

…

…

…

…

…

…

…

I do smell like piss.

…

…

...

Hours had passed, yet nothing came in sight. The grunts and growls were gone and it seemed that the bear left. _Lucky._ I stayed for another 30 minutes for good measure, then I took a peek out.

Darkness, trees and broken moon . The bear was gone, so I got out.

A relieved sigh escapes from my lips. "Damn. That was close."

Time to walk again. That cliff was the best vantage point to survey my next destination.

"Back to the infernal machine, huh?", I say hollowly. Uncle always said this whenever he gets back to work.

I guess my 'work' now is to survive.

* * *

><p>I haven't stopped walking since. Tired as I was, I couldn't stop. Bears have a good sense of smell. And since I smell like piss, it could essentially smell me from a mile away. I was just incredibly lucky that time. I don't want to have another make-out session with death again. I'd rather stick another bottle up my ass.<p>

...I finally reach the end of the damn forest—the cliff I saw awhile back. The trees ended a few steps before the white, marble monument. A grave, that of I'm certain now. I jog lightly towards it.

"Summer Rose," I mutter in a drawl. Testing my vocal cords. The vowels and consonants. A dull ache reverberates through my throat. Now's a good time to practice talking again. I'll be doing much of it during my stay here in this damn world. It wouldn't do good to stutter.

_Cold._ Right, I was naked.

I looked over the cliff saw trees. There was a river east of where I am, but I'd have to trek down. If there's a river, then there's bound to be civilization. But with my AMAZING luck, I should try and wait here. There's probably someone who's going to visit this "Summer Rose". I admit, it's wishful thinking, but it's one of the better options I have. _A better alternative to continue walking. _I needed to rest. I'll give it thirty minutes.

I sat down cross-legged beside the gravesite and place my hand on the stone's smooth surface — and retract it instinctively. _Bitingly Cold. _The rose. A fitting insignia. A pleasure to see, a pain to touch or feel.

_Like life in general._

The spate of adrenaline still hasn't died down in my body. I can still feel the strong pulse of my heart. The thump so erratic it could pass for a dubstep beat. Music is the best way to pass time. Sadly, Caslon isn't with me. Probably at the place where dead phones go. Phonetopia? Phoneville? At least, it's happily reunited with its family.

Might as well look around while waiting for help to come. Something to distract me from the cold, and the hopelessness of my situation.

_The writing._

"Thus, kindly I scatter.", I read out loud.

Really? That's your epitaph? How unique… and depressing. I mean, the denotation of the word 'scatter' is separation. A breaking apart. In context, this person threw herself away for something. For what purpose is beyond my ken. And look at where that led her. Here. Dead.

I bet she worked herself to death. Heh. Doesn't that sound familiar? Combined with the word 'kindly', the whole phrase is chillingly altruistic. You kindly disappear? You'll happily die? That's just so messed up.

I would rather have one rose and a kind word from a friend while I'm here than a whole truck load when I'm dead.

Death brings grief. But not to _them_. The dead don't feel. This is what I hate about connections. When they sever, you hurt. When they die, they shackle you with them. When they bond with another, they drift away. Until you're so far the string just cuts from the pressure. Already a long way from reach. _Forgotten._ And you can't do anything about it. You know what caring about other people ultimately entails? Despair. Longing. You get yourself killed.

_What selfless foolishness. _"What selfless foolishness."

My black eyes widen in unpleasant surprise, hearing my own words parallel with my thoughts. That was surprising. I'm a naturally taciturn individual. I follow a 'think more, talk less' rule. Usually keeping things, everything really, to myself. _Think before you talk. _That way no one would bother to talk to me. _Or listen_. After all, there's no one better to talk to than yourself.

A howling gale from somewhere made it to my ears and thoroughly raped it.

"Ow! Dammit!", I curse angrily.

* * *

><p>I bite back a yawn as I gently massage my cramped legs. My feet twitch uncontrollably from the cold ministrations. Shit, I'm getting cold. Adrenaline's wearing off now. <em>Speaking of hands.<em> Apparently, the volatile... dust... seems to have damaged my right hand. An oval mark—definitely the bottle's form—mars the previously white skin. It looks hideous. The blackened skin seems cracked. _I need to see a doctor._ That's a lot of needs. Damn.

Okay, waiting time's over. No one's coming. I'll have to find a way down—

"**ROOOOOOOAAAAAAARRRRR!**

"Oh come on!", I shout in frustration.

The bear comes, and it brought company. There's three of them now, converging towards their prey.

I clamor up, wobbling slightly in my haste. My limbs are jarred. A quick, coursing pain reverberates from my feet upwards. I can't run fast. Crap. They're dangerously close now. 20 meters. I can't outrun them and I'm backed up on a cliff.

_If you can't outrun the killer. Deny him the kill._

_Deny. Deny. Deny._

_**Deny**__ her continued __**plight**__. Deny him the __**right**__, his gluttonous __**appetite**__._

Looks like this is the end of the line for me.

"If I'm going to die, it's going to be by my hand! Not by your dirty paws, you shitty bears!"

After giving them a one finger salute, I ran as fast as I could towards the end of the cliff. I was running for my life. _How ironic._

I steeled myself for the inevitable.

My mind was set. My teeth clenched.

The wind pushes against the cap covering my bald head.

I ran and jumped.

And the next thing I knew…
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A sickening crack.

* * *

><p>The Elder Ursa stares, perhaps in wonder. Why had the puny human jumped? It's beady, red eyes, gazes at the spot where he previously was. It had sensed the emotions the boy had. Small as he was, the negativity he emanated was like a beacon. There was no need to track him through smell. He simply radiated despair. And wrongness.<p>

Sadness.

Anger.

Fear.

Emptiness.

The Grimm stops its impetuous chase. No good would come from jumping over the cliff in pursuit. The human was **interesting**_._ Perhaps it should try and understand this prey. After all, every hunt is a learning experience. Whether it be successful or not, there is always something to gain. A scar here. A cut there. A prey slaughtered. Experience. Nothing else matters as long as it lives and learns. Like a snake, it molts after every encounter. Shedding its inferiority, replacing it with something stronger, something better. The Demon's fighting styles. Their damn weapons. That infernal glow. Soon, it shall know and destroy everything. For Grimm, such as itself, only have one emotion. Desire. A desire for battle. A desire to destroy. A desire to know. So it stayed, while its brethren wandered off.

It waited. Thought. Ruminated. Sitting passively near the gravesite of a certain Rose, at the edge of Cliffside Forest. Not noticing the rather loud footsteps of a dusty old crow. Not once looking at the Huntsman, clad in bright colors. A contrast against the dark night—blinding white and striking red. It stares forward, uncaring of the sound of a blade's transformation. The unfurling of a scythe. Unmoving, despite the rather reckless lunge of the veteran Hunter. It fell. Its body cleanly bisected in a single stroke. The body disintegrates immediately. It's head, however, somehow refused to.

The deathly mask continues to stare vacantly at the cliffside. Watching intently. Lingering for _something_.

Then it vanishes like the rest. Finding its death at the hands of a Hunter. Not in gorily glory, but in insipid ignorance. Not ever knowing, whatever it was that it wanted to know.

The man looks troubled. There was something wrong here. Ursae weren't supposed to reach this part of the forest. Beowolves he could understand, but an Ursa? And an old one at that. What's more, it seemed to not care he was coming. Almost as if it were thinking, and not on how to kill a person for once.

Was that even possible?

He laughs maniacally. The loudness a sudden change to the peaceful ambiance. Crows scatter from the trees. Ha! What a joke! Grimm don't think. They're humanity's enemy. Mindless creatures. They don't stare into space as if they're solving some puzzle.

But why did this one though? A mystery for another time, he decides. Shrugging off the itch in his mind, he whisks his trusty flask and takes a swig of the sweet ambrosia.

"What's important is the Grimm's dead. Nothing else.", he declares rather too heatedly.

The alcohol kicks in, killing off the sudden pang in his heart as he catches sight of the tombstone. A device rings in his back pocket.

"Y'ello?", the drunken man starts.

"Qrow. We need to talk.", the scroll responds. The device revealing a silver-haired middle aged man. He wears a black coat with a similarly colored buttoned vest. A pair of glasses and a green scarf adorns his face.

"I know. I'm coming. Sheesh, no need to use the Ozpin-stare. Your words are already, like, super-effective.", the man returns evenly.

The call ends.

An irrational want to go somewhere else fills his mind. He starts to leave, finding himself walking rather briskly. Away from the grave. Away from the forest. Away from the mystery. He wears a frown. Was there something that he missed?

Yet he paces anyway. Away from it all, without really knowing why.

* * *

><p>Author's note: Hoped you liked that.<p> 


	4. When Hope Tramples Truth (Part 1)

"When truth threatens hope, it is the truth we usually sacrifice, often along those who search for it."

~Roger Scruton

* * *

><p><span>When Hope Tramples Truth (Part 1)<span>

…

…

"CRAP! CRAP! CRAP!"

I'm falling from the sheer ledge, onto the rocks below. I was screwed. _This is really bad. _I tumble and roll wildly, unable to control my descent. I can feel all my bones and organs inside. Everything's rattling. The rocks bruise every portion of my body. _Pain. _The wind brushes against my eyes harshly, which seem to threateningly move closer inside my head. I squeeze them shut. I feel like I could puke my guts out. A stab of pain somewhere in my mouth silences my curses. A coppery taste. _Blood_.

_The wind cut your lip._ _Impact imminent._

I want to go home. I want papa. I want to see mama. It's so cold. I need a blanket. I want water. I'm so thirsty. Uncle, where are you? Mama, why did you leave me? I'll do anything, please. Someone. Anyone. Save me. _Please_. _Please._

I landed on my ass and heard a massive—

**CRACK**

Then darkness.

* * *

><p>"<em>De-… why? … Au-"<em>

Huh, so this is what dying feels like.

"_Ki-… Des- …survive!"_

I was walking in this…void. I didn't know for how long, but it seemed like forever. I was alone, with no one to comfort me. Forlorn, away from family and cat. Lost, not knowing where the hell I was in the first place. Nameless. Unknown.

"_Sacr-… make …rey"_

The path stretches on. The darkness stares, it's shadow filling me with fright. I stare back. I wasn't really sure why I was moving.

"_Caro-… Stop!"_

I don't want to die alone.

"_I don't believe in—"_

So I just kept walking.

"_Are you ready, _?"_

The noises cease. Then a voice, soft and clear, fills the abyss.

**Rage, rage against the dying of light,**

**Though wise men in their end know, dark is right.**

**There is no hope for eternal, vengeful spite.**

**Yet Wight comes nonetheless, bringing wright.**

I see a light. It's circular form an enticing sight.

**Darkness will settle,**

**To test Wight's mettle.**

**Aether will soon fade,**

**and a battle shall be waged.**

I walk closer to it. It's so warm, and bright.

**For when the light sputters and dies,**

**Fallen Guardians must rise.**

**But beware of the Wizened cries,**

**for what they speak, are all lies.**

I reach out.

**Fallen one, hearest thou my voice still?**

**If wished so, thy heart will dance a new beat,**

**Like embers dancing in a dying flame.**

**A fire brazens, reborn with a new name.**

And white engulfs me.

**His name is –**

* * *

><p>When my eyes bared light, it was overwhelming. The darkness could bring all this paranoia but in the daylight, I just felt safe. I looked around and was immediately beset with furniture. I lay on a soft bed near a circular window, which revealed the lighted forest. The covers concealing my nude form were bright red, with some cookie imprints as design. A wardrobe cabinet was placed near a desk at the far end of the room. The ticking clock was attached above a plain, brown door lying in wait just across my form.<p>

"Where am I?", I croak. My throat was dry.

I must have lost consciousness after falling. I try to raise my head, but my strength fails me. I'm lying here, not knowing what was happening or where the hell I was. _I feel weak. _Suddenly, my head stung.

"**KRRRAAAA!**", I shouted instinctively.

Bringing my right hand behind my head, I felt bandages covering torn skin. And after seeing the lack of blood on my hand, it appears to have healed. It would probably scar though.

Then the pain finally hit me.

"**AHHHHHHHHH! GOD!**", an anguished cry. One that threatened to rip off my vocal cords_._ I turn my body instinctively.

**Cluck.** **Cluck. **It was absolute agony, like a red hot rod's been pushed to the left side of my leg. Repeatedly.

"**AHHHHHH! HAAAAAAAA!**", the pain was too much to hold in. Tears flow relentlessly.

I put my hand to the side of my leg, and felt something bony. I turned my head and saw bandages on the side of my left hip. The dressings were a couple of inches wide. Damn it hurts! Could I ever walk again?

A clattering of steps outside signaled someone's approach. The door opened abruptly, revealing a middle-aged woman. She wore a red shirt underneath a dirty lab coat, plain brown pants and white sneakers. Emerald eyes shining with concern adorned her wrinkled face along with greying hair tied in a bun.

"Monty! You're not supposed to be moving!", the woman exclaims as she hurries near me. When I met her gaze, I could have sworn those green orbs twinkled.

Was I going crazy?

"You've aggravated the bone! Didn't anyone tell you to not touch broken bones?", she asks harshly while touching my pelvis.

"Krrrr!", I hiss in pain.

"Yeah, hiss all you want. This is all your fault by the way. Suck it up, boy."

Was she sassing me? Two can play that game. Bitch on.

"Oh I bet **you** did. Those crusty stains on your coat must be my fault as well, huh?"

The moment I finished talking, she poked my pelvis.

"GAAAHHH! STOP IT!", I scream.

"Keep talking, and I'll poke harder." One more poke. **PAIN.**

"Okay! Okay! I'll stop talking!" Another one.

She glared at me, "Doesn't seem like it."

"Krrr..", an aggrieved sound. One that I managed to quell from its true volume by sheer will. She finally stopped. Damn bitch.

Her hands hover near my pelvis, and the stinging sensation slowly fades. This continued for awhile, until there was not much pain at all. Wow, the doctors here are amazing.

She sighs tiredly and retracts her hand from my posterior . A brown, handkerchief appears on her right hand and she uses it to wipe the sweat from her forehead. That must have been tiring. Well, it was more or less thirty minutes.

"Jokes aside, as a doctor, it is my duty to fill you in on your condition since you don't have any known relatives that we know of.", she begins while grabbing a chair from somewhere and sits beside my weak form.

Those pokes were a joke!?

"No interruptions, **please.**"

I open my mouth to respond but her raised hand silenced me.

"Good. Now, you fell from a cliff a hundred feet high."

"WHAT!? A HUNDRED FEET!?" I'm supposed to be dead!

Poke.

"Ow! I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I'll stop."

"Don't make me stitch that mouth of yours shut.", she says menacingly with eyes narrowed.

"Where was I? Oh, you fell from a cliff, tumbled down and somewhere along the way inflicted a gash on you head. Hence the bandages."

So that's why my head hurts.

She plays with a loose strand of her hair while talking. "The impact broke your left femur and smashed your hip joint through the pelvis, shattering it to pieces. Bone fragments have severed blood vessels around the pelvis, causing internal bleeding and making your core body temperature plummet. If we hadn't passed by that route and activated your aura, I suppose you would have died of hypothermia and blood loss."

What? You lost me on femur.

Seeing my confused expression, she sighs and mutters something along the lines of 'stupid generation.'

I take offense on that.

"If you have trouble picturing that, imagine smashing a brick wall with a sledgehammer. The hammer being the hip joint, the site connecting the leg and pelvis, and the wall, your pelvis itself. The sledge is currently stuck through the wall, with its wooden handle broken. Fragments of the wood damage the people all around you, thus the blood."

Ah, I get it. I nod in understanding. She pauses for a moment, looking at me in the eye, then glares again. Seriously woman, you need to chill out.

"Imagine my surprise, finding a bloody—not to mention naked— boy in the wilderness with no weapon whatsoever! Are you even trained in combat? Because you don't look like it. You're too green." She crosses her legs and brings moves her head forward slightly, the volume of her voice increasing.

"But that's not the worst part! Turns out, you didn't even have your Aura unlocked! Who goes to the forest naked without their Aura unlocked!?" She squints. "Are you suicidal?"

"Last time I checked, not that much. Haha...", I respond lamely. Oh shit! I talked!

"Go on.", she urges, glare still not letting up.

_Close_. I thought she would do more than just poke me.

I gulp audibly. "Well, first of all, I don't even know where I am now. Heck, I don't even know how I got here." I pause to collect my thoughts. "I just…woke up naked in a dark forest. A shitty bear chased me until we reached a cliff, and since I'd rather not be mauled to death by a bear, I jumped. That's all I know I swear."

She looks me over. From the look on her face, I don't think she believes me. Gotta prove it to her then, but how?

"Wait a minute, you said something about Aura. What's that? Some kind of force field?"

She looks at me with a shocked expression, as if not knowing were forbidden.

"How do you not know Aura? Everyone has one! You must have seen someone use it at some point in your life! Didn't your parents teach you that?"

"If they did know about Aura, they never told me. My parents died when I five." I mutter with a pained grimace.

Noticing my discomfort, she backpedals. "I'm sorry, that was rude of me." She pauses. "Unfortunately, I still need to press you for answers. This is for your own good. Why. Were. You. In. The. Forest?"

Ah great. I don't think she'll take kindly to the 'I'm from another world' reason.

"If I told you I was from another dimension, what would you think?"

"I'd think that you hit your head so hard your memories regressed."

Yep. She won't believe me. Well, everyone does appreciate candor.

"I'm from another world."

"Bullshit." The response was instantaneous.

…or not.

"He's telling the truth, Carol.", a deep voice interrupts, the sound coming from outside.

A man leans against the doorway, arms smugly crossed over his chest. He has black hair fitted with constant, short pointy spikes already built from short hair itself. A few strands at the base of his hairline hang just above his forehead, like a crew cut. Blue eyes meet with my black ones. He dons a sleeveless black shirt, outlining his muscles clearly, and wears bandages over his right hand. Over his black pants, he sports a type of groin armor, most likely for protective purposes. A holster sits empty on his right waist.

He marches closer, the steps strangely rhythmic, and stops just in front of me. He raises his finger in a two-finger salute.

"Howdy, the name's Desper." He points to the woman. "This is my colleague, Dr. Carol. We found you injured while travelling. Might I ask yours?"

I take a deep breath. Making friends: Here we go again.

"My name is Basalt Sealey, 'Balt' for short."

"A fine name." The man named Desper nods approvingly. "Not a lot of people survive a fall like that, much more with their Aura locked."

He turns to the doctor.

"He's legit. Heartbeat hadn't changed one bit since awhile ago."

Wait, what!? He can hear my heartbeat!?

The woman stands and puts a hand on her hip. "And how do I know you're right? The last time you used your semblance extensively was more than seven decades ago."

WOW. These people must have a long life-expectancy.

The man raises an eyebrow. "Carol, I think I can sense just fine. I mean, I can smell enough from you to know it's 'that' time of the month. Is that why you're so cranky?"

The doctor's eyes narrow threateningly. "Don't make me give you a nut shot, Desper."

The gunslinger smiles. "By all means, go ahead. I've got protection."

The good doctor was about to retort, but I cut her off.

"Yeah, that's good and all, but perhaps you'd like to explain to me what the hell is going on!?", I shout in frustration. God, what is wrong with these people? Can't they focus on what's important? They're like a bickering couple.

Both stare at me like two hungry cats spotting a mouse. It was unnerving, but I had to put a brave front. I needed to know where the hell I was.

"Well?", I demand.

Finally, the man speaks. "Alright then. Let's go give you a crash course to this world's history."

"Desper! For all we know, he might be a—"

"I told you Carol, I'm a human polygraph. I can tell when people are lying, and so far he hasn't. Besides, it would be remiss of us not to repay his forthcoming with ours.", he says with finality in his tone.

…Didn't they nurse me back to health? Technically, I'm indebted to them.

"Anyways, let's start with the basics." He grabs a chair from_ somewhere _again and sits beside Doctor Carol. He takes closes his eyes and takes a deep breath in preparation for what I think is a lengthy explanation.

He starts. "You are in a world called Remnant. There are four kingdoms that comprise the land: Vale, Atlas, Mistral and Vacuo. You're currently in the island of Patch, just a few ways west of Vale. You still with me?"

**[ Codex updated: {The Old World: ?}]**

**[ Codex updated: {The New World: Remnant}]**

**[ Codex updated: {Vale}]**

**[ Codex updated: {Atlas}]**

**[ Codex updated: {Mistral} ]**

**[ Codex updated: {Vacuo} ]**

**[ Codex updated: {Patch} ]**

Boxes appear as he mentions them one by one. I should figure out what these mean later. Right now, my main goal is to get back home. Uncle must be worried sick. But if I am to survive here, I need to gather intelligence. After all, the best source of information in an unknown land are from their natives.

"Yeah, I'm fine. Just thinking about the implications."

"Well, don't think about it too much. Worrying for what comes after is useless. Anyways, let's talk about Aura." He clasps his hands as he finishes.

"Aura?", I question.

"Yes. Aura is the manifestation of one's soul. It is an ability that all those with a soul can use, with enough practice." He extends his arm and a faint, dark blue light radiates from the hand.

**[ Codex updated: {Aura} ]**

That's awesome. REALLY AWESOME. My head leans forward in eagerness. Damn, if I had this 'Aura', I'd have powers like Goku and Naruto.

The blue light disappears, and after seeing my face he laughs. Hard. "Hehehe! You should have seen your face! Hahaha!"

…what? Was there a joke I missed?

"Haha! Haa...Aura and soul! Soul magic! HAHAHA!", he laughs again.

I turn towards Doctor Carol, who was apparently face palming.

Desper stops laughing all of a sudden and in a very serious tone declares, "That's just bullshit."

* * *

><p>Author's note: yep.<p> 
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When Hope Tramples Truth (Part 2)

"That's bullshit." He says with utmost seriousness.

Seriously bro, make up your damn mind.

"Desper, are you **sure** you want to tell him this version?", Dr. Carol asks worryingly.

He straightens his back and coughs lightly. "Yep. No point in telling him lies. Besides, it's time someone got our history right."

The doctor purses her lips. "But it's not a lie." She pauses in thought. "Well, not really.", she admits.

"I mean," Desper starts, "the Aura-soul bullshit theory is great and all since the mindset gives you better control. But to uncover your inner potential? You need to face the cold, hard truth. Embellishment won't do any good."

Everything you're saying seems embellished to me.

"And the truth is?", I interject, hoping to steer back the conversation.

"Aether." he replies.

"Aether." I mimic. He nods.

"Sometimes called ether or the quintessence, but I prefer aether. This is the material that fills every region of the planet. It's everywhere, from the air that we breathe to the food that we eat. Aether can be used to heal oneself both naturally and consciously. The Aura that I told you of? That's just Aether that people willingly, sometimes unwillingly, control."

**[ Codex removed: {Aura} ]**

**[ Codex updated: {Aether} ]**

"What's the difference between the two?"

He gave me an appraising look. "Aura is strictly limited inside a person's soul, or body, or whatever. Aether on the other hand, exists around us, not _inside_. Manipulation of Aether around my hand made it glow. Our bodies don't agree with Aether if it doesn't need it, so it expels the excess immediately, usually through the orifices."

Ah, I see. So around and inside, not that hard to understand.

"But what about the color? Is it blue for everyone?"

"For some people yes, but not everyone. This and that guy might have green while the other two have red. The color of Aether that we _will _is unique for everyone. The differences are so minute we just don't notice.

**[ Codex updated: {Aether} ]**

"Wait, so everything living can control this," I gesture around me with my hands, "'Aether'?"

"Everything with a soul, like humans and animals. Grimm can't.", the doctor answers.

Grimm?

"Oh! Was that the shitty bear that chased me? The one with a mask and armor?"

Desper nods in affirmation. "Grimm, like the shitty bear, are termed as 'creatures of destruction'. The one you encountered is called an Ursa. All Grimm are black in appearance and have masks. The telltale mark, however, is their inability to control Aether or Aura. So if they're black and don't glow, that's a Grimm right there." Dr. Carol audibly facepalms.

**[ Codex updated: {Grimm} ]**

Undeterred, he continues, "According to the Aura-cultists, the Grimm's ultimate goal is the destruction of humankind. They're attracted to negative feelings such as envy, loneliness, and sadness, and usually, congregate towards the source of these emotions. The Old Belief, the Aether philosophy, rationalizes the whole thing a lot better."

**[Codex updated: {The Old Ones} ]**

"How so?", I question.

The doctor explains further. "We believe that Grimm, and by extension their armor, are made of Aether. Without a soul, they can't consciously control it like we do, but their aether composition increases through the passage of time. Hence, their growing armor and intellect. Their color also attributes to this fact: no soul means no color, and the absence of color is essentially black."

**[ Codex updated: {Grimm} ]**

Grimm are made of Aether?

Carol crosses her arms. "You might be wondering why they're called 'creatures of destruction'. Since time immemorial, Grimm have been known to exist and attack humans, seeking to destroy them and all their creations. The Aether philosophy states these 'incidents' are actually natural instincts. Remember when Desper told you that our bodies naturally expel Aether?"

I nod.

"Aether is everywhere. Like air, it has a natural instinct to fill up just about anything. Imagine if Aether was given form, what would it do to something that naturally rejects it?"

My eyes widen in realization. "It would find a way to fill it up."

That sounded so wrong.

"And what better way to do it than to snuff out one's soul," Desper continues while twirling a revolver. "If there's one thing that the Aura and Aether philosophy share, it's the existence of a soul. The soul is what's keeping Aether out of our system." How did he get that gun? I thought the holster was empty.

But that begs the question, "Why only humans?"

The man stops twirling his gun and looks at me gravely. "Tell me, do animals truly 'feel'?"

"Umm… no?"

"There you go. Grimm's sense perception revolves, hehe…" He chuckles. "Revolves around negative feelings. Considering that the dawn of mankind were times of great strife, they developed a radar of sorts. Their destructive tendencies might have started in animals at first, but the amount of negativity from humans was so great, they turned away from their usual diet and set their sights on bigger game. So after evolution and all that, the bastards are now a sucker for human negativity."

**[ Codex updated: {Grimm} ]**

So Grimm have existed the same time humans have, and since humans fought a lot, they developed a 'negativity' sense.

The doctor glances at the clock and sighs.

"I think that's enough for today. You're still recovering so you need to rest.", the doctor sternly declared as she stood up and prepared to leave.

Oh hell no bitch!

"But I—"

Her glare silences me.

Desper puts a hand on her shoulder and attempts to placate the situation. "C'mon Carol, I think we can squeeze in one more lesson. Look, the boy's pleading with teary eyes."

I was glaring at the bitch.

"…Fine.", she acquiesces, but not before glaring at me once more. "But just one."

"Just one.", the man promises. He sits down again, extends his hand and produces a soft blue glow.

"Okay Balt, last lesson." He looks at his hand. "Every person in the land has something unique. Something that distinguishes ourselves from each other. A special, tangible projection of Aether or Aura. We call it 'Semblance'."

**[ Codex updated: {Semblance} ]**

His hand glows brighter.

"My Semblance is hypersensitivity. I can hear, smell, and see farther than most people can."

That explains why he was able to hear my heartbeat.

"Carol's semblance—"

"Say one more word I'll make sure you're dickless the next morning.", she threatens.

"…okay. Moving on. Not everyone discovers their semblance. It's a natural thing that comes but sometimes doesn't. So don't feel discouraged if you don't find out yours, there's no shame in that."

I'm pretty sure I know what my semblance is. Though what it means…remains to be seen.

"Alright then. Thanks for the big information dump, and for taking care of me and nursing me back to health.", I say gratefully. Man, this guy was nothing but kind. I kind of like him. Not the bitch though.

"No problem kid. The soul naturally uses Aether to accelerate your body's healing rate. You'll be in tip-top shape tomorrow morning. " He says while smiling, but the expression immediately shifts to a frown. "But you're on your own from there. Sorry, but we can't risk getting found out."

What? What do you mean?

He turns to the doctor and says, "Do it.".

Carol closes her eyes and utters a single word.

"Sleep."

**[ Status Effect: {Forced Sleep} ]**

And I did.

* * *

><p>A man and woman trek forth through the forest, each carrying a backpack. Both wear a black cloak to conceal their forms. The man carries two revolvers around his waist while the woman wears a scimitar on her back.<p>

"Are you sure he'll survive, Des? He just woke up in a world he doesn't know anything about.", the woman asks, slightly worried for the child.

The man grunts in reply. "We've told him plenty about it. He'll make it. Besides," he looks at a wooden house, "he wouldn't last a day with us. Just slow us down. Worse, we get him killed. It's better this way."

The lady in black frowns from his reply. "We could drop him off somewhere. There's a village nearby. He could get help there."

The man snorts in amusement. "What's this? Are your maternal instincts kicking in Carol? I thought they died off two decades ago."

"Des…please take this seriously."

"…The answer's still no Carol. We're wanted criminals. If we get seen with him, which is highly likely by the way, he'll draw unwanted attention to himself. He'll be branded a lunatic with his lack of knowledge. Would you want that for him?"

"No…", the woman relents.

"…Then let's go." The man walks ahead of the woman, eyes forward in determination.

She starts to walk, but stops and looks towards the house for the last time.

"Be safe. May Auron be with you."

She walked away.
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When Hope Tramples Truth (Part 3)

**[ Status Effect Removed: {Forced Sleep} ]**

I wake up calmly in a darkened room. It was cold and quiet…too quiet. Seems like I'm the only one left in the house.

_He played me. I retract my statement. Fuck them both._

The lighted room filled my purview, daytime. I get off the bed and spot a piece of paper on the desk with a neatly folded pile of clothes alongside shoes. Ah! My cap's there too!

"At least they gave me clothes," I mumble. Walking towards the desk, I quickly notice the fluidity of my gait.

"Completely healed, huh? Guess they didn't lie about that." So they did unlock my…Aether? Aura? I think Soul would be a better term for all that. I put on the clothes.

**[ Donned {Fashionable Red Jacket} ]**

**[ Donned {Ultimate Underwear} ]**

**[ Donned {John Jeanas} ]**

**[ Donned {Worn White Sneakers} ]**

**[ Donned {Relatively New Socks} ]**

**[ Donned {White Long-sleeves} ]**

**[Donned {Yankees Baseball Cap} ]**

"If this is my semblance, then it's doing a great job of stating the obvious." Seriously, is this all that it could do?

I look at the parchment impressed. Whoever wrote this had some seriously good handwriting.

**[ Reading {Unsigned Letter} ]**

Thank you, captain obvious.

_Congratulations! You can finally walk!_

_That's the first step in surviving or doing anything at all! Good job!_

Assholes.

_You might me wondering why we left you here._

Damn right I do.

_We're mass murdering criminals._

_We're wanted, like, one of the top 10. Impressive right?_

_Don't go waving our names around, 'kay?_

_You might get lynched or something, or worse._

Oh SHIT! They were serial killers!?

_It was nice meeting you kid, even Carol enjoyed talking with you HAHA!_

_That bitch actually smiled! Haven't seen her do that in years!_

_But its best if you forget about us._

_On the second drawer, there's a not-so-shitty knife and some lien-the currency here._

_Use them well._

_May Auron be with you._

_P.S. There's a village two miles north of here. Just follow the path that says town._

**[ Dropped {Unsigned Letter} ]**

Even though they're assholes, I feel grateful for everything they've done. Though the mass murdering part was a big turn-off.

"Guess I know where to go from here," I mutter tiredly. Wow, I haven't stepped out of the house and I already feel tired. I grab the weapon and lien.

**[ Equipped {*not-so-shitty Knife*} ]**

**[ Gained {Lien} Total: 500 ]**

It was an 8" sheathed knife. Drawing the blade revealed a black, neck knife claw dagger-a karambit. The grip was nice, and it fit well on my hand. Overall, it wasn't that shitty.

"Not-so-shitty knife. Makes sense." I nod in understanding.

I look at the color-assorted cards. "500 lien? Is that worth much here?", I wonder aloud.

Securing the knife behind my waist (thankfully it had a sling) and the cards in my right pocket, I walked out of the doorway and was surprised by the lack of…anything.

"Did someone ransack the place?" I asked, my voice echoing through the one-floor house. There was no furniture as if this were just a temporary home. A bag lay near the door.

"A safe house then? That would make sense for fugitives."

I sped towards the exit and was greeted by the brown one-strap backpack. A note lay beside it.

**[ Reading {Carol's Note} ]**

_Idiot. Essentials are here._

_-Water Tumbler_

_-Grimmola Bars (Rations)_

_-Compass_

_-Glowstick_

_The town is north._

**[ Dropped {Carol's Note} ]**

"Wow, I never thought you cared that much, Carol." I chuckled.

Alright. I'm somewhat adequately equipped for this world. My supplies won't last, however, so I need to reach town. I'll decide what to do next there.

" Back to the infernal machine."

I wore the pack, walked out the door and closed it gently.

**[ Equipped {Legendary Sling Bag} ]**

Legendary!? Damn. You just earned some brownie points Carol.

"Goodbye, old house. I won't miss you." I bid you farewell.

"…", the house replies. It won't miss me too.

* * *

><p>It's a beautiful day outside. Birds are singing, flowers are blooming…on days like these…I'd rather just stay home.<p>

"Achoo!" A sneeze. I wipe off the snot with my sleeve. Even with a jacket, the cold creeps under my skin.

"Damn bipolar weather.", I mutter under my breath. I've been walking for two hours now and I still haven't run into any Grimm. They must be nocturnal.

"C'mon. Just a faint glow's fine.", I plead vainly.

In transit, I've been trying to recreate the glow Desper did. Focusing on the 'Aether' around me, I _will _it to form on my right hand. Nothing's happening. I suppose I'll have to try harder.

** [ {WILL} DETECTED! ]**

**[ Paradigm Shift: {Noctis} to {Brevity} ]**

Suddenly, a faint red aura appeared from my hand.

"Fuck yeah!", I shout, the volume shooing away a murder of crows in the trees. The glow disappears.

Ah! I lost focus!

I _will_ Aether to form again, and it did.

"This must be the Aether he was talking about."

It wasn't bright and refined in appearance as Desper's. If his aether was a river flowing calmly, mine was like a cascading waterfall. It was rugged in appearance. Also, it took a lot of focus to make this faint light. For this to be combat-ready, I'll need to decrease the effort.

"Nothing practice won't fix."

I think it's about time to examine my semblance more closely. I still can't find a way to open this 'Codex', but perhaps…

"Paradigm Status." Nothing.

"Paradigm table." Nada.

"Paradigm table please?" Okay that was just stupid.

"Paradigm status: {Brevity}." A blue screen appears. Score.

**{Brevity}**

**Ancient art of an old huntsman whose name is lost. **

**Brevity is the soul of wit, and practitioners of the art pride themselves with their ingenuity.**

**They were the first to harness dust and thus create effective weapons against Grimm.**

**Some say one discovered the secrets of the soul, but knowledge of this is now long gone.**

**Level I- Temperantia (Unlocked)**

**Increases Aether control of the user. Ability improves as {Brevity skills} are unlocked. Effect applies only when under this paradigm.**

**Level II- Alchemy (Locked)**

**?**

**Level III- Hephaestus (Locked)**

**?**

**Level IV- Dust Master (Locked)**

**?**

**Level V – Aether Projection (Locked)**

**?**

So {Brevity} enhances my control over Aether, which must be abysmal if it takes this much effort to make my hand glow.

"Paradigm Status: {Noctis}."

**{Noctis}**

**Ancient art of an old huntsman whose name is lost. **

**The Ancient Wars were more than just fought on the battlefield.**

**Practitioners wrought havoc through covert operations.**

**Legend has it that a dishonorable assassin made a sacrifice so grave,**

** that it ended the Great War once and for all.**

**Level I – Obscuritas (Unlocked)**

**Grimm and Humans will find it harder to sense the user. Ability improves as {Noctis} skills are unlocked. Effect applies only when under this paradigm.**

**Level II- Pilfer (Locked)**

**?**

**Level III- Fortuna (Locked)**

**?**

**Level IV – Sanguinity (Locked)**

**?**

**Level V – Ethereality (Locked)**

**?**

That's…interesting. I guess my semblance isn't so useless after all. It saved my life in the beginning.

**[ {APATHY} DETECTED! ]**

**[ Paradigm Shift: {Brevity} to {Noctis} ]**

But how do I unlock abilities then? And are there other paradigms?

"Paradigm List."

…

"Paradigm Status: List."

…

I guess not.

The greatest drawback I can immediately infer from my power is its dependency on my emotions. I'll have to be avoid being apathetic then. Heh. That's gonna be hard.

Finally, I see a town from the distance. A village, large enough to be a hamlet, sits at a widening in the road through the great forest. The modest houses surround the village square and a small wall borders the settlement.

**[ Now Exiting {Riverside Forest} ]**

**[ Now Entering {Village of Patch} ]**

"Patch Village. Guess this is it."

Upon reaching the gates, one massive metal doorway, a soldier clad in heavy armor above the wall yells.

"Halt! State your business, traveler!"

Play it cool, Balt.

I shout in turn, "Hail! I'm a traveler! Just passing through!"

The guard turns to his right and whispers something, probably to his superior.

Moments later he turns back to me.

"Alright! Open the gates!" That is one tedious job these guards have.

The metal gate opens, and I briskly walk inside. One-story shops surrounded the path walk, which was filled with people colorfully dressed. Kids were playing with toy swords, couples were eating ice cream while lonely men were holding some sort of scroll device. Their version of a phone? If that's the case, I need to buy one ASAP. They look advanced enough to have some sort of internet.

"Oof!" A manly grunt.

"Eeek!" A high-pitched squeak.

The voices catches everyone's attention (and mine) and prompts me to look back.

Some fat dude in a business suit and a girl wearing a black gothic lolita outfit with a red hooded cloak were lying on the ground. The girl rubs her head while the fubsy guy rubs his back. The fatty stands and glares at the silver-eyed girl. Silver eyes?

"Guh! Watch where you're going stupid brat!", the man shouts angrily.

"Sorry sir! I'm sorry sir! Really sorry!", Red says hastily. She immediately dashes ahead, past the man and myself.

"Stupid Yang! I'm going to be late for class! Late!", I catch her saying before she shoots off in a red blur.

Super-speed? Maybe that's her semblance.

"This day just keeps getting weirder and weirder." I mumble.

Time to find a shop that sells phones. Shouldn't be too hard.

Another crash.

"My cabbages!"

"I'm sorry!"

At least, I'm entertained.
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Try or Buy

A bell of awakening tolls and a man rises from his grave. He looks towards the intruder, a boy no older than sixteen, as he quests for treasure. He shall find no prize in this old, forgotten place. No man has ever left with something of value, and it shall remain that way. The boy looks appraisingly at the aisles of stock, yet none seem to catch his eye. 'A fruitless endeavor', the man believes, but the boy explores nonetheless. He touches and examines closely, sometimes scrunching his face in careful deliberation. It is all for naught. This place has long since been raped and mutilated by mindless bigots and intellectual fanatics. Times have changed, and the accolades of the timeworn are lost, like embers dancing away from a great, dying flame. 'Like myself,' the man notes bitterly. The boy continues searching, but like the rest of them, he shall abandon.

'It doesn't matter in the end.'

But the boy doesn't stop, and the old man is slowly filled with hope. He hunts and pursues with youthful vigor. The man is reminded of the old days. Perhaps there is some value left in the dilapidated and worn, and this boy can see it—taste it. Shrugging off the dust in his shoulders, the man prepares to welcome a stranger, if for the last time. He stands and stalks, footsteps quiet as a cat. It is time, he decides.

"Time to have some fun."

* * *

><p>Ding. The bells chime and again I'm rummaging through another store's contents. This is the fourth shop I've gone to, and I've yet to buy anything. These fucking 'scrolls' are too damn expensive!<p>

_'But sir! 1000 lien is the cheapest price for a scroll.'_ Bullshit.

_'Your mouth is round for a reason. Buy a scroll.'_

_'Satisfying your oral urges. Buy the deluxe version." _I think I might have stumbled on the wrong shops.

"Fucking horny capitalist pigs." I mutter under my breath.

And why do they seem to ignore me whenever I try to haggle? It's either I suck at talking or {Noctis} is being a bitch. I mean, their eyes seem to look _through_ me, like I'm invisible or something.

**[ Equipped {Old Scroll} ]**

_800 Lien._Too expensive.

**[ Dropped {Old Scroll} ]**

**[ Equipped {Troll Scroll) ]**

_600 Lien?_ Nope. Name's too sketchy.

**[ Dropped {Troll Scroll} ]**

**[ Equipped {Whole Scroll} ]**

_750_. Okay, these names are getting ridiculous.

**[ Dropped {Whole Scroll} ]**

**[ Equipped { {.} Booby-Trapped Scroll {.} } ]**

_690._ ...I don't even want to know why.

**[ Dropped { {.} Booby-Trapped Scroll {.} } ]**

There's no library in Patch, so I need tech that can access a database of information. From there, I can decide what to do next. Though considering my budget—

A soft, aged voice interrupts my train of thought.

"Welcome to Lord of the Scrolls."

The voice prods me to look back and I see a bald old man with a _very_ long, white beard. He wears a white apron over his grey overalls. His slouched form and rugged countenance augments his already elderly appearance.

Hello baldie my fellow friend.

"Hey." I pleasantly greet.

"Do you need help in looking for a scroll?", he inquires slowly.

This is my chance. "Yep. Something that's just within 500 Lien. As long as it works, its fine" Let's butter him up. "I've got a thing for the classics though. So if you have one that checks out with my budget, I'd love to buy it."

The old man nods in appreciation. "A man with fine tastes, you have. Not a lot of people appreciates the classics…not anymore…" he finishes melancholically while staring into space.

"Mister?" I wave my wand in front of his face.

…Is this guy alright? Oh right! {Noctis} confounds people.

"So…the scroll?", I say loudly to catch his attention.

The man snaps back to reality. "Ah! But of course! Please, follow me." He walks crisply towards the counter, with me trailing rather awkwardly. We pass by aisles and aisles of worn-out scrolls, there's even actual paper scrolls here. These look really old. Most of their screens are cracked and I think something brown's moving inside. Are those roaches inside!?

The man searches for something in the shelves.

"Just a moment, good sir. Where did I put it?"

"Sure." I answer.

A children's picture book sits idly on the table. I should probably read while waiting. Maybe I'll learn something new.

A name graces a corner of the worn out leather handle. _Adelais Mauve_. That's a French name. Alice Purple? Who names her child like that? Now I feel sorry for whoever this was.

_Speak for yourself, Basalt Sealey._

…I concede. Alright, time to read. I could never resist a book, childish as it may be. And since the old man's still not done looking..

I open it. Eager to drink its contents.

**[ Reading {Grimy Grimm} ]**

_Baby, baby, naughty baby,_  
><em>Hush, you squalling thing, I say.<em>  
><em>Peace this moment, peace, or maybe<em>  
><em>The Grimy Grimm will pass this way.<em>

A black creature, unnervingly looking like the shitty bear, is crudely drawn passing through a home.

_Baby, baby, he's a giant,_  
><em>Tall and black as death's mettle,<em>  
><em>And he breakfasts, dines, rely on't,<em>  
><em>Every day on naughty people.<em>

Okay? The shitty bear looks a bit more menacing than the last page. Its red eyes stare directly at the reader. Like its watching me.

_Baby, baby, if he hears you_  
><em>As he runs past the house,<em>  
><em>Limb from limb at once he'll tear you,<em>  
><em>Just as pussy tears a mouse.<em>

The bear waits outside a wooden house. Standing upright in all its shitty glory. Its right paw poised for attack. Hehe. Pussy. The building looks familiar. Wait…where have I seen…it looks exactly like this store!

_And he'll beat you, beat you, beat you,_  
><em>And he'll beat you into pap,<em>  
><em>And he'll eat you, eat you, eat you,<em>  
><em>Every morsel snap, snap, snap.<em>

…These four chilling lines filled the last two pages. The pages were completely black in color, with only these red words printed.

_The end._

Snap! I audibly shut the book and returned it from where I found it.

[ Dropped {Grimy Grimm} ]

I'm not touching that anymore. Nope. That was no children's book. That was just creepy as FUCK. What's up with all the violence? Crap. Are the children of this world bred to be soldiers? It takes a lot of mental conditioning to desensitize yourself from killing, whether it's an animal or a human. Perhaps they start training young. I wouldn't blame them. If there's some war that threatens complete genocide, ensured survival demands the use of every resource. Preparation for war best starts early. At the end of it all, the world values children—not childhood. Kind of like the Naruto universe.

Maybe the girl I saw this afternoon was a soldier? She did have super-speed.

**[ Codex updated: {Huntsman} ]**

I guess I was right.

He grabs a small dusty old box and brings it down the desk forcefully. I look towards him in curiosity. "I might have something suited for your—Sir? Where are you?"

I'm in front of you, old man.

"Right here", I answer, waving my hand slightly.

"Ah! Forgive me! It's been awhile since we had a customer. I must be getting old," he explains. Poor guy.

Damn {Noctis}. You're making me and other people feel bad.

I slightly raise my hands in placation. "It's fine. In fact, you've been very courteous to me, unlike other employees." If only you knew…

'_Excuse me, how much is this scroll?'_

'_Huh!? Did ya hear somethin' Fergus?'_

'_You 'bout to shit a brick foo. You hearin' things now.'_

'_Must've been the wind then.'_

'_Excuse me!'_

'_Fuck, I hear it again! It's so damn cray!'_

'_Oh shit! BREAK YO SELF! We gotta bust ass outta here!'_

_'Hey wait! I just wanna ask how much—"_

_'Shit! It followin' us fam!'_

_'We gotta get up on the G-Fo and flow outta here!"_

"Is that so? Well, I thank you for your compliment." He smiles miserably. I feel like crying. This old man's living a sad life.

"I think it's best if I show you the item now. It's almost the curfew." He blows dust off the worn cover, and opens it, revealing a 5" long and 2.5" wide rectangular device. Is…is that an iPhone?

"If I'm not mistaken, is that some sort of tablet?", I ask, surprise evident in my voice.

His eyes shine gleefully. "Oh! Then you are familiar with the device! Yes! This is indeed a tablet." He flips the tablet over as he inspects it for any damage.

It's refreshing to see an item from Earth, despite said object being slightly altered. Now I'm feeling a bit homesick.

He clarifies further. "You see, before the existence of scrolls, tablets were employed for day-to-day use. Aesthetically speaking however, people preferred the scroll design, and the tablet production was discontinued."

"But their functions are the same, right?"

"Absolutely! The hardware is just the same, and I daresay even better on the tablet! This one here is the last model made by a famous technician before he died, though the name eludes me. He claims to have poured everything in its construction, but unfortunately, it never came to light." He says morosely. Damn. More sadness. But the iPhone looks slick.

The moment of truth. I gulp in anticipation. "How much is it?"

He looks intently at the object. "This is the only one left in existence, and was built by a legendary craftsman. When I first procured this, the vendor claimed that the device had part of the maker's soul! Embellished, I know, but he might have been telling the truth. All in all, this costs around 1.5 million Lien." He finishes with a smile.

My eyes bulge from the amount. 1.5!? That's 30,000 times the money I have! I don't think selling my body would yield that much money. Noticing my worried expression, he suggests something very peculiar.

"I do not think you currently have the value I am asking for," No shit. What gave it away? "so I suggest we play a game."

"…A game?" I ask warily. Is he going to make me do something weird?

He nods. "A game. Worry not, it shan't involve our dignities. Hehe!" That laugh was creepy.

"So what kind of game?"

I see a glint of mischief in his grey-blue eyes. "'Riddle me this'. I suppose you are familiar with the game? Answer three of my riddles correctly, and ye shall receive thy prize."

That sounds reasonable, and that's precisely why it's so sketchy.

"What if I lose?"

"Then I take something from you, perhaps your cap? I have never seen anything like it. The design is, how a youth would put, 'out-of-this-world'."

This guy's sharper than I thought.

"What say you? Do you agree with my terms?", he asks.

I thought about it for a moment. In hindsight, I've got nothing to lose but time and a cap. The reward outweighs the risks it would seem.

"You've got yourself a deal." I declare, extending my arm for a handshake.

"Splendid! Splendid!" he replies with a smile while shaking his hand with mine.

OW! This guy has a strong grip.

He lets go of my hand. "You are permitted only one error. Good luck."

I rub my hands from the pain. "M'kay. Let's start." I mumble. My hand hurts.

His eyes turn steely. Wow, he looks intimidating for an old man.

"What's long and hard and has cum in it?"

Intimidation has now been replaced by perverseness.

"…cucumber."

He nods gravely. Was he serious? Balt-1 Old Man-0

"What tells a story but has no logic, happens so fast yet remains with you, and creates only wonder?"

Story with no logic….Fast yet with you…wonder?

"Time?"

"No."

Crap, one more try left.

Umm…damn this is hard. This reminds me of when Uncle Carl used to poke my asshole with—

"Memory." I utter with confidence.

"Correct." He nods again.

"Last riddle. You cannot see me, hear me, or touch me. I lie behind the stars and alter what is real. I am what you really fear. Close your eyes and I come near. What am I?"

Intangible, yet palpable. Something powerful that can induce fear. Hmm…an oxymoron. I need inspiration. Looking outside, I notice the setting of the sun. Shadow descend through the arriving night, and lights go out sight by sight. I got it.

"The Dark." Hello darkness, my old friend.

He stares at me intensely, and I meet his gaze evenly. I know my answer's right so you can go suck my dick if you think otherwise.

A smile slowly creeps on his wrinkled face, then he laughs like a madman. "Hahaha! This is the most fun I had in decades, boy!"

That's good actually…and depressing. You really need a hug and a friend.

He doesn't stop laughing and soon starts to wheeze and cough. I'm starting to get worried.

"HAHAHA! Gah!? Kuh!" A gruesome cough. It made me cringe.

"HUUUUUUU!", a deep gasp for breath. His heart seems to be pulled deeper in his chest.

"HAHAHA!", and another maniacal laugh. Your lungs must be quite large.

This continued on for awhile, until some guard outside knocked loudly.

"Mr. Noct! It's curfew hour already!"

Noct? As in {Noctis}?

His laughter died immediately. Bipolar much?

"I heard you Mr. Mint. I'm closing up now!" He yells back and motions to stand up.

"I enjoyed are brief time together Mr. Sealey, and I hope that we do meet again." He says while pushing me out of the store, again surprising me with his strength.

He gives the 'phone' and a small box to me. "Here, the prize that we agreed on. You get extra incentive for entertaining an old man like me." He explains with a wink.

I do?

"Tata!" He then swiftly turned his back on me and entered the store, but not before giving me a thumbs up in valediction.

The lights close.

…Huh…Well that was a thing.

I look at the iPhone and marvel at its form. Despite his claims of it being really old, it looks pretty new.

**[Equipped {The One Phone} ]**

I hope that's not a reference to Tolkien. Hey, a note came with the phone.

**[ Reading {Phone Note} ]**

_The phone is fed with aura._

**[ Dropped {Phone Note} ]**

Fed? Is that the right verb? Was this thing alive?

That was pretty straightforward. So whenever it needs a charge, I can just channel it with Aether. Cool. Opening the 'incentive' revealed black fingerless gloves.

**[ Donned {Gloves of Derision} ]**

Ominous title.

Alright. It's dark now, so I have to find a place to stay. I bet there are cheap inns somewhere. If not, the streets are where I shall sleep. I spot a blonde teenage girl typing on her scroll near the fountain. I should ask her for directions. I walk towards her, my steps audible from the lack of people. She notices my approach and stops typing. Lilac eyes track my movements. I guess {Noctis} wasn't enough to conceal me. Now that I was closer, I could describe her more clearly. She wore a tan vest over a yellow low-cut crop top. I could see an emblem on her left breast—a blazing heart. She had black short shorts and knee-high boots. An orange scarf and a _mane_ of blonde hair adorn her face. And were those giant boob—bracelets? I meant bracelets.

"Excuse me, miss? Do you know—"

She cuts me off before I could finish.

"Listen, **bub.** I'm not interested in whatever shady thing you have. So why don't you go do yourself a favor, and leave me alone? Or do I have to make you?" She threatens. Her big-ass bracelets transform into giant gauntlets.

Dafuq!?

I was gobsmacked. She threatened me. A girl thinks I'm a creep, and now she's threatening me to go away. Was it my face? This hurt my pride so deep, I think google won't find it anywhere.

"Last warning, **bub.**" She motions for a strike. Her right-hand starts to rise. Good Lord, is she going fight me? What did I just do?

Am I that ugly?

I try to explain. "Listen, I just want to ask for—"

"Don't say I didn't warn ya."

She lunges towards me, fist raised.

What did I ever do to deserve this?

* * *

><p>Author's Note: Rhyme was from mother goose.<p> 


	8. I (Don't Want to) Burn

I (Don't Want to) Burn

The trail's gone cold. AGAIN. Damn, I really thought I had her this time. Should've asked her for more details instead of blindly following directions. Turns out, there was a black-haired woman with a katana near riverside forest, but…

'_I am Maven, the Raven! Hahaha!' _At least, they rhyme.

"And I missed school for this. Dad's going to kill me.", I whine. Suddenly, my scroll rang, the chime strangely foreboding. _Dad. _Oh, he's so going to ground me! I open it.

{DaddyPoo} _WHERE ARE YOU! _

{DaddyPoo} _WHERE ARE YOU! _

{DaddyPoo} _YANG! WHERE ARE YOU! _

I cringe at the amount of messages. "Holy Oum! 10 calls!? I'm never gonna see the outside world again!"

Beep. Another ring. Hey, it's from Ruby!

{RlyRlyKoolKid} _Where are you Yang! Uncle Qrow's getting cranky! He wants to eat dinner already. _

Such a worrywart, that girl. Shaking my head in amusement, I type back a quick reply to both of them.

{Fireballin17} _I'm comin om. jst got 404. d fountain nw._

"And send." I sigh dejectedly. "Guess I have to go home now.", Time to face the music. I'll give it two months before I can convince dad to let me out again. I put the scroll in my back pocket and start walking home. Not much noise around. It's pretty quiet. Huh, no one's here. Was it really that late?

Steps. I hear steps. I turn and look towards the source, a person.

He was a tall guy, almost the same height as me. He wore a red jacket over a white shirt, blue jeans, some sneakers and a black cap. He has these eye-catching gloves, his weapon maybe? Is he a brawler too?

A flash of pain.

Ow! A quick piercing sensation attacks my head, but it disappears just as fast. I flinch slightly from the suddenness. What was that?

Then he spoke with a voice that instinctively made my blood boil.

"Need some help, love? Perhaps some stress relief?" He smiles sickeningly and points down. "I got something right here that'll ease that pain. Free-of-charge, of course." He finishes with a wink.

He…wasn't easy to describe. There was just _something_ wrong with him; something displeasing, something downright detestable. I never saw a man I disliked this much at first glance, and yet I don't know why. He looks _distorted_ somewhere; and gives me this repulsion, a strong feeling of deformity that I can't specify where. Just focusing on his shifting face fills me with hatred. It was confusing, but downright revolting.

My displeasure was evident with my response.

"Listen, **bub.** I'm not interested in whatever shady thing you have. So why don't you go do yourself a favor, and leave me alone? Or do I have to make you?" I threaten, activating Ember Celica for effect.

He grinned menacingly.

"Oh, shy are we? Give me 30 minutes. I'll turn that frown of yours upside down, and you'll be begging for more. I guarantee." He winks again.

Oum! I hate people like him. Trash, they all are. They think that they're entitled just because they got a big dick. Well news flash! I beat people like you for breakfast. I'm going to Beacon dumbass!

"Last warning, **bub.**" I raise my hand threateningly. Oh, I'm so close to hitting you right now, you bastard.

Raising his arms in reception, he taunts with a sly grin, "Eager to pop your cherry, eh? Gotta warn you. **It always hurts the first time**."

Something snapped. "Don't say I didn't warn ya.", I replied coldly.

He smiles wickedly.

That's it. I'm going to break your face.

* * *

><p>She's going to break my face. My beautiful face. The girl lunges at me, easily covering the 10 feet distance in one jump. Shit! I have to dodge!<p>

**[ {WILL} DETECTED! ]**

**[Paradigm Shift: {Noctis} to {Brevity} ]**

I _will _Aether to form on my feet, and with all my might, push myself back.

**BOOM!**

The force of the jump leaves the ground where I previously was cracked and sends me crashing towards a bench.

"Gah!?", I grunt in pain. If I didn't have my soul unlocked, I think I would've broken a bone or two. Another reason to marvel at Aether.

"Hey! What's your problem!", I shout while getting up. I barely avoided that punch! This bitch just swung at me for no reason!

She looked surprised for a moment, but it quickly turned to anger as she jumped forward and—

**BANG! BANG!**

—propelled herself towards me with her motherfucking gauntlets!

Shotgun Gauntlets!?

"That's not fair!", I cry. If those bullets were strong enough to push her, I shouldn't get hit by any. Fortunately, she doesn't realize my lack of long range weaponry, so I probably won't die as early. Wow, she's really eager to pummel me.

I need to stop her. I know I can't beat her, so I'll try to talk her down.

Drawing my knife in a reverse-grip, the curved edge facing away from me, as I prepare for her burning fist and…hair? She seems to be a close-range fighter, from her choice of weaponry. A skilled brawler vs. a clueless kid, my odds of success aren't that high.

"Shut up!", she screams. I haven't even said anything!

She cocks her fist and I _will_ Aether to form on my right hand. I have to time this right. She approaches, and I stood prepared. She punches, I _swished_. Glowing blade met burning fist. Red clashed with yellow.

**BAM! **A resounding fistbump.

I grit my teeth from the clash of our weapons. My ears were ringing and my eyes were squinting from the wind's gale. I could feel the force of her fist, and it was like bench-pressing a hundred pounds, one-handed. Sparks literally flew as my blade clashed with her gauntlet. My arm felt like it was burning from the sensation. I hold fast. I can't afford to lose this exchange, so I continuously fed my hand with Aether.

The force starts to waver and I immediately try to pacify.

"Listen! I'll leave now! You don't have to punch me! You could've just said so!", I say hastily.

Her eyes widen, and for a moment, I felt like my words got through that thick skull of hers, that this was all done now. She just blinked in response.

Then Lilac turned red.

"You don't know anything about me!", she shouts, clearly agitated with whatever I said.

_I don't even know you in the first place! Wait, why are cocking your other fist? Oh…you have two hands._

She socks me with her free hand and I'm sent flying _through_ a tree.

**CRACK! CRACK!**

Make that two.

The world spun and spun like a spider's hold on a fly—I just felt nauseous. _And pain._ The left side of my face stung hard from the bitch slap.

A dull thud from a tree signaled the end of my flight. A multitude of leaves fall slowly as I rattled them off its branches from the sheer force.

**CRACK!**

Ow! That crack better not be my back!

I open my eyes and see some windows appeared. The blue screens superseded the starry sky, but I can't read the words from my dazed form. That sucker punch really sent me a good distance away from her, and stunned me good. Shaking off the painful throbbing in my head, I clamor back up, albeit slowly. At least I didn't drop the knife.

Upon looking at my pitiful form, she sneers.

"What's wrong? That all ya got, tough guy?"

Oh, it's on now.

_Looks like diplomacy has failed._

I stare fiercely at her fiery orbs. Unclasping my bag, I throw it aside. It'll probably just get in the way of fighting. I draw the knife again in front of me, my knees slightly bent and my free arm dangling on the side. _I should get another weapon, perhaps a firearm._

"It's better than what you got.", I retorted, gripping the knife tightly.

**[ Activating Combat Mode]**

**[ Paradigm {Noctis} is Now Locked! ]**

**[ Paradigm {Celeris} is Now Passive! ]**

About time, whatever this {Celeris} meant. Hiding isn't useful right now.

"Raaaahh!" She comes at me screaming like a banshee, using the same reckless tactic. It's obvious I can't best her in strength and skill, but perhaps that's not what I need right now. A devastating counterattack would suffice, like a well-timed blow in the temple—just enough to knock her out.

**BANG! BANG! BANG!**

Three shots. By my estimate, she's approximately...40 meters away—no—30. So... quick math...carry the three...I've got ten seconds. Tops.

'_Aether is everywhere. Like air, it has a natural instinct to fill up just about anything.'_

Her advantage—my incompetence in close combat. My advantage—her rage.

'_From the air that we breathe to the food that we eat.'_

She rears her fist, intent on pounding my face down the pavement again. Is she planning to finish this in one punch? You ain't no One-Punch Man.

'_Our bodies don't agree with Aether if it doesn't need it, so it expels excess immediately, usually through the orifices.'_

I _will _Aether around the knife, focusing it at the blade's center. The blade starts to light up in a rubescent glow. If my hypothesis is correct, the moment excess Aether is forcibly removed from a concentrated point in the blade…

'_The soul is what's keeping Aether out of our system.'_

"You'll regret saying that!", she roars while nearing. What I'm about to do is beyond the point of regret now. I motion to throw the blade in a swipe.

_That doesn't mean you can keep filling inanimate objects with Aether. _

I threw it with accuracy and strength I did not know I possessed. The moment it left my hand, I _willed_ Aether on my feet and right hand. The key to this was **speed**. Hit hard and move fast.

_There has to be a limit—and the extra has to go somewhere right? And the fact that you pump it with colored Aether…_

The blade was inbound to her face in devastating speeds. It left a trail of red. I must've pumped a lot of Aether. A small part of me was thinking that the blade would've cut her in half right there. _Not likely_. Her gauntlet would help buffer the force.

_And God said, "Let there be light;"_

She gestured to swat it away like a fly. _Got you._ I slid my left foot behind my right. Left for the launch, right for the halt, and arm in a chopping form. I launched myself towards her with my left foot—

**BAM!**

And controlled my approach with the right. I continuously fed Aether on my right foot to effectively _slide_ to her exposed side and deliver the blow. Therefore, instead of an immediate outward force on my right, I was practically skidding.

_He willed it, and at once there was light._

The moment she touched the blade, it flashed a blinding red. The light was so overwhelming I had to squint to keep track of her. If it was this bright then my plan probably worked. I could see her right arm outstretched and her burning hair much more clearly as I was getting closer. Wait, burning?

_Discombobulate, then finish. _

I slid to her exposed side, opposite the cocked fist. Her eyes were closed and her teeth were clenched—probably from the unexpected flash. _Good. She wont see this coming._ I stopped feeding Aether on my foot and focused on my right hand—which was posed in a karate chop. _Off with your head._

**CRACK!**

The force of the blow sends her to the ground, fracturing it on impact. Her previously burning aura now fully extinguished. The blonde lay unmoving. Whether the source of the crack was from her neck or the pavement, I couldn't care less. Though it's probably the latter, since her head wasn't bent at an angle.

"She's down.", I muttered, half in awe and the other in relief. If the blade hadn't done its job, I might've been beaten down pretty badly. I guess this is one of the instances where brain beats brawn. Now that she was docile, she looks pretty for a girl. Actually, from her breast size, she's probably a young woman.

_Dat ass tho._

Shaking my perverted line of thought away, I move to retrieve my knife, which was slapped just 5 feet away from her. I pick it up and carefully inspected it for damages.

"No scratches. Pretty hardy for a not-so-shitty knife." I nod in appreciation. They gave me a good knife those two.

"Grr..", the blonde stirred. She's still awake!? That blow should've knocked her out for at least an hour! I won't survive another fight with her!

I sheathe my blade and run as fast as possible to my bag with the aid of Aether. My strides were controlled, pretty amazing for a complete amateur. Perhaps this is {Celeris} in action? I reach my bag and secure it on my person. Without looking back at the blonde, I ran like a bitch. Gotta get outta town, I'm not welcome here no more. She saw my face, so she'll probably report this to the authorities.

**[ Conflict Resolved ]**

**[ Returning to Default Number of Paradigm States: {1} ]**

**[Current Paradigm: {Brevity} ]**

Shame, I was starting to like it here.

"OWWWWW!", an anguished cry of a woman, definitely the one I fought.

...I should run faster.


	9. Shadowplay

"In the end, our society will be defined not only by what we create, but what we refuse to destroy."  
>-John Sawhill<p>

* * *

><p><span>Shadowplay<span>

The old man watches with rapt attention at the retreating shadow. The boy's prowess was surprising. His actions and gait from their recent meeting screamed freshness. He was sure that the lad was unfamiliar with combat. His Aether was an inexperienced red compared to Xiao Long's toughened yellow. He wielded a flimsy knife against a shotgun-gauntlet hybrid. Not to mention the girl's infamous semblance…

_The knife was thrown at a blinding speed, leaving a stream of red in its flight. A foolish move. Flinging your only weapon leaves you unarmed. If the weapon does not kill or maim your opponent, you're left with nothing but your hands and a prayer as protection._

By all means, he was supposed to lose, that was why he gave him those cursed gloves. The plan was simple. Goad Xiao Long to attack him, and he would be rendered in an almost comatose state. Aside from the purpose of entertainment, he would've snatched the scroll away from him. And his cap. He wasn't going to give away a relic that important and expensive for free. That would be madness.

_The knife flashed unexpectedly, forcing Xiao Long to shut her eyes from the offending light. The boy capitalized on this distraction, and sent himself towards the girl's unprotected side. His right hand glowed with power, and in one fluid motion, put her down. Temporarily._

Yet he still was able to leave triumphant. Not a total victory but a victory nonetheless. Truth be told, he expected the boy to go down in one punch. After all, Xiao Long's daughter was trained by the famous "Lionheart of Vale." If there was one thing he was sure her father taught incessantly in his classes at Signal, it was to hit hard and take hits harder. He supposed that she was still too young. Too green.

_The boy looks fascinatingly confused, while the girl looks absolutely delectable. Those shapely hips and mounds of flesh. Just lying there, waiting for someone to ravage them. __  
><em>  
>"What I wouldn't give for another shot at youth." he mutters wistfully. Truly, compared to before, the women now were all gorgeous. Was it the genes? Perhaps the Great War killed off the unappealing and unattractive. Rape and genocide was commonplace that time. Who knows? The bastards must've slayed all the ugliness off Remnant.<p>

"Not quite true. I'm still alive. Ehehe!" A doleful laugh echoed through the empty walls of the darkened room. The room, however, was not quite empty as he thought. A knife snaked its way around the elderly's throat, prompting him to stop his fit. An oppressing force grounds him from movement, and he is left at the mercy of whoever was controlling it.

"The code. Where is it?" the intruder demands. The voice was pitched deliberately low—a feeble attempt in hiding their identity and perhaps a lackluster shot at intimidation, the elder muses.

The captive, unfazed, responds in slight jest. "I'm old ye know. It's been more than 40 years." He taps a finger on his head as if he were thinking, the gesture inviting frustration to the enigmatic intruder. "I might have forgotten what it was all about." The playful tone brings the knife closer to his throat, drawing a sliver of blood. The elder stiffens, but does not speak from the hostile act. Minutes pass and neither of the two were willing to back down. The clock ticked and turned, yet both still refused to give in. The tension was palpable, and for a moment, the enigma was considering to slit his throat right there. Finally, as if realizing the attempt at intimidation failed, the figure draws out a long sigh. It seems he would not budge from this attempt.

"Brave words, old man. You are right to assume the organization is patient enough not to kill you now. We can take as much time as we need to settle this property dispute." The knife disappears, as well as the force holding him down the chair. "However, know this— 'that' is just one of many roads we might choose to take. You are merely delaying the inevitable. Trust me. We've made certain of that." The voice whispers as the hooded form's Aether vanishes from the old man's peripherals. He was truly alone now. The clock ticks uncaringly.

The elderly sighs in resignation and looks out the darkness again, ignoring the bloody mess on his clothes.

"I suppose it is all for naught. Dark will certainly fall; light will surely fade. And this time it shall be lifted…" Closing his eyes in repose, he mutters sullenly.

"Nevermore."

* * *

><p>It was late in the night, and by excellent fortune, that I had managed to slip out of the city square and reach the walls unnoticed. The darkness concealed my form quite well while I ran through the streets. All I had to do now was scale it.<p>

'Easy peasy.' Was what I thought whilst gazing at it's impressive form. Exiting through the gates wasn't an option since they're sealed shut at night.

Midway through the climb, I realized how utterly wrong I was.

**CLICK**

I retract my statement. This is not easy!

Letting out a pained huff, I heave myself up another foot. "This is not at all what I thought my stay here would be like." I muttered through gritted teeth. I mean, getting punched by a hot girl and being forced to leave the first town I encounter? Definitely a testament to my shitty luck and ugly face. If this were a novel, I'd make for a shitty protagonist. I'm an Anti-Sue.

My admission of the painful truth did little to ease the pain on my burning arms and poor heart.

"Stupid wall…Why do you have to be so tall?"

I've been climbing for more than 20 minutes now, and I'm **exhausted**. Continuously drawing out Aether is taxing, as you can observe from my winded form. I've been using it nonstop since the whole big-boob-crazy-girl fiasco and I don't think I can afford to cease–lest I get caught or fall to my death. I looked down from my vantage point, and fear immediately entered my lungs as I unconsciously considered my demise from this dreadful height.

Break a leg? I might break two. Again.

**[ {FEAR} DETECTED! ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm Shift: {Brevity} to {Noctis} ]**

I love how it states the obvious with such a sense of discovery.

**[ {WILL} DETECTED! ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm Shift: {Brevity} to {Noctis} ]**

Bringing my hand out in a claw grip, I coat it with Aether and pierce the stone wall, pulling myself up another foot high. Almost at the top now.

**CLICK**.

Pull.

**CLICK**

The sound of powered hand breaking aged rock filled my ascent. I was never fond of destroying things, except when I was angry about something. Maybe that's why the crazy blonde wanted to punch me to death. I remember uncle saying something about why we feel the urge to destroy things whenever we're angry. A 'redirection' he would call it. Basically, whenever we get angry at another person, we would have an urge to attack them in some way. But for a variety of reasons, (like the risk of shattering social bonds and getting our assess kicked instead) it's actually more adaptive to redirect the attack at some other object. Sea gulls do this in territorial disputes. Instead of attacking each other, they usually will violently pull grass out of the ground in a manner similar to how they behave if in a physical confrontation.

_"You see this fucking grass! Fuck you!" __  
><em>_"You got me so mad, you're making me kick grass!" __  
><em>_"You're so ugly, I'd rather punch you than look away!"_

Hm…Yep. I still don't get women. She must be on her period. That's what uncle always tells me whenever Auntie Kyle hits him with a baseball bat.

**CLICK **

"Hah! Finally, at the top." I sigh in relief. I could pull myself up now since the walls had embrasures. For a civilization this advanced you'd think that they'd invest more on a better wall design. Even I, a complete idiot in subtlety, could vault over undetected. I didn't even plan elaborately for this!

"H-h-h-ands w-where I c-can s-s-see t-them!" Ooh, a remix.

_ I spoke too soon. I should really stop tempting fate. It seems to hate me with a passion._

Still hanging on the ledge, I turn my head slowly towards the stuttering fool. He was dressed similarly the armor-plated soldier that welcomed me this afternoon. Only difference was he had a red longsword.

"I don't suppose we could settle this with a fine cup of tea?" I ask softly towards the frightened animal, lest he run away and alert his friends.

DJ Stutter flinches, and walks shakily in front of me. The blade was trembling so fiercely I feared it would fall on his foot and break the man himself.

"S-s-s-hut up! I-I-I l-l-ove m-my mom!" I love my mom too and that's nothing to be ashamed of. Oh, is this going to be like what happened with the blonde?

"Bro, I never meant to insult your mom. I swear." An oedipus complex? Wouldn't surprise me considering the people I've met so far: bitchy doctor, bipolar gunslinger, perverted shopkeeper and moody blonde.

"I-I-I'm w-w-w-arning you!" He puts the blade closer to my face, forcing me to duck. Shit. Sorry, but you forced my hand. This hurts me as much as it hurts you. Well not really.

Rearing one hand for a punch while the other was firmly secured on the wall, I approximate the location of his solar plexus. My disappearing head would hopefully urge him come closer and look around. Video game logic demands it.

_Come closer. I have ice cream…_

"H-h-hey! W-w-where—" The instant I saw the outline of his head, I moved.

_Psyche._

Abruptly raising myself up, I punched towards what I thought was his gut. The Aether-enhanced jab would leave him breathless, and I could render him unconscious via a chokehold. He wouldn't even get a chance to scream. Silent and discreet.

"AAAAHHHHH!" The result wasn't discreet at all.

He immediately screeched out in shock, fell to the floor and rolled around crying in absolute agony. He was clutching his crotch, yelling such colorful obscenities it would make a sailor blush.

….I just neutered him. I have ended this person's ability to copulate, forever and ever. The screams were wince-worthy. I crushed the man's balls to a juicy pulp. I should have–

An annoying, drawn out sound interrupts my sympathetic rant.

"Ah crap." Crap is the definitely the best word to describe the situation.

**[ Activating Combat Mode ]**

**[ Paradigm {Noctis} is Now Locked! ]**

**[ Paradigm {Celeris} is Now Passive! ]**

"So much for being discreet." _I have the subtlety of a brick and the depth of a shot glass._

The sudden, unmistakable blaring of an alarm instinctively ushered me to move. I'll get caught if I stay here. Ignoring the pained wails of the tormented soldier, I vaulted up and glanced left and right for a safe way down.

_There's a solid staircase west of me that would lead me to the inner wall._

Alright. Path of escape established. Now I need something to hide my face. Spotting a kerchief from the fallen soldier, I grab it and tie it around my head like a gangsta. Two people have already seen my face, I can't risk a third. Or fourth. Or any other person for that matter. Oh, he has a firearm too.

**[ Equipped {Militia Pistol} ]****  
><strong>**[ Donned {Hanky Wanky} ]**

Heidegger's tits! This better not have been used for wiping off semen you sick fuck! I don't regret crushing your testicles anymore. Everyone who's ever loved you was wrong. Go to hell.

"I feel violated." I mumble in disgust while securing the gun around my person. I better take leg holster as well. DJ Dickless doesn't need this anymore.

After convincing myself (vainly) that it was just a title, I ran down the stairs and shortly reached a corridor, turning just in time to see two guards, swords in their hands. They charged the instant they saw me, and I had to jump out of their way and parry their strikes. Despite not being on the power level of the blonde, they were ferocious and that was proving a match to me. The narrow passageway reduced me to opt for a defensive stance, as the barrage of swings gave no room for attack. They were pushing me back.

"Could you!" I ducked from a swipe.  
>"Not!" Blocked an overhead strike.<br>"Hit me!" Deflected an attack aimed at my head.  
>"For once!" Missed a thrust by a hair's breadth.<p>

This is getting out of hand. Eureka! I should knock those swords out of their hands!

When I saw a window (literally), I acted. Coating the knife with Aether, I parried towards the direction of the gap. The enhanced force would hopefully startle the man just enough to loosen his grip on his sword and send it flying outside. But instead of disarming him, the knife cut through, splitting the sword into two. Both guards evidently did not expect this, from the surprised expression on their faces. The other one even stopped his aggressive stance from shock. Even I was shocked to pause for a moment, 'til I was struck with a brilliant one-liner.

"Gotta stay sharp, you know." I joked, my voice slightly muffled by the thin cloth covering my mouth. The remaining armed guard flinched, and motioned to strike me. Naturally, I parried and another blade was wrecked.

"Knife to meet you too." I muttered towards the other. Seriously, is everything I say provoking?

Now none of them were armed. The tables have definitely turned.

Noticing the lethality of my blade, the guards changed tactics. They jumped back from me, and nodded towards each other. Were they giving up? I should play the diplomacy card again.

"Listen, I don't know—" The words died on my mouth, as they swiftly brandished pistols and pointed them at me.

"—why I try and talk to you people." I finished whiningly. I am never negotiating again.

They motioned to pull the trigger, and without thinking, I jumped out of the window to evade fire.

I felt adrift—floating—like someone's pulled a stopper on my reality and I'm sucked down the drain into something new. It was all very exciting really. And terrifying.

I was falling.

Free-falling. And I didn't pack a chute.

"CRAP! CRAP! CRAP!" _Doesn't this seem familiar?_

I'm dropping at a dangerous pace from the wall, onto the ground below. If I don't find a way to halt my descent, I'd probably break a leg, even with the help of Aether. Though even if I did stop myself from falling, the abrupt halt might dislocate my shoulder. _It's a risk I'm willing to take._ I quickly plunged the knife through stone.

The stone didn't budge on my first attempt. "Fuck!"

Knife and stone chinked. "FUCKITY!"

A clink of failure. "FUCK!"

**[ {ANGER} DETECTED! ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm Shift: {Brevity} to {Ravager} ]**

It stuck on the fourth. The total force of my descent, however, proved far too great for my arm to handle. The immediate halt caused my shoulder to shudder violently, and I immediately felt a reverberating ache throughout my right arm. I felt something go 'pop' and I thought 'Oh fuck.'

But the mind-numbing pain never came.

"Haha! I did it!" Relief washed over me as I hanged precariously on the wall. I didn't die!  
>"Intruder spotted! He's over here!"<p>

"Shoot him!"

"My balls! My fucking balls!"

"He neutered Johnny!"

"**Kill him!**"

I'm about to die!

**[ {WILL} DETECTED! ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm Shift: {Ravager} to {Brevity} ]**

Grabbing the knife with both hands, I focused as much Aether as I could towards my feet, which were firmly planted on the wall. If I am to escape, I'd have to disappear someplace where they couldn't easily track and follow me. The dark forest was a favorable option. My plan was to springboard myself towards it, on which during the course of my flight I would coat my whole body with Aether. Thereby protecting myself from blunt force trauma when I reach the trees and ground.

I had to channel as much Aether as possible to ensure that I'd bolt far enough for them not to reach me. Bullets sped past my ear as I felt like a sitting duck: a nonmoving target for these shitty guards. Some were able hit me, but I just grit my teeth and continued feeding Aether. When they did manage to score a hit, it seemed to shock, burn and freeze all at the same time. Elemental bullets?

The onslaught ceased, and I wondered if they just took a breather to reload. The Aether I was able to gather was a light red, but it wasn't yet bright enough.

A loud voice, presumably from an officer, signaled the coming of the military. "This is the police! Surrender! We have you surrounded!" I felt a gust of wind from the unmistakable whirring of an aircraft's propellers just above me. A spotlight gleamed on my form. If the military response team's already here, I need to make this quick. Window's closing fast.

Satisfied with the amount of Aether on my feet, which was now glowing a brilliant pink, I discharged it in a reverse leap of faith.

"This is your last—" time you're going to see me.

**BOOM**

The force was jarring, but it was enough to dislodge the knife just in time for the trip. The whistling sound of wind pushing against me was deafening. My eyes were screwed shut from the sudden incurrent of air. The intensity of g-force was threatening my grip on the knife, and I was sure that I would drop it at some point. I had no time to muse any further however, my impact was imminent. Fighting the urge to express every bit of terror I was feeling right now, I focused on what I had to do. I willed Aether around my body and mentally prepared myself for a painful arrival. Changing my landing position wasn't possible with my current speed.

**CRACK **I catapulted through the trees. Twisting and turning erratically as I hit trunks and branches of different flora. Wood splintered and crunched at my impetuous charge. Soon, I reached land.

A powerful thump reported my arrival on-ground, but like an aircraft landing on a runway, I still had to brave through momentum. I rolled and tumbled uncontrollably through roughened soil. At some point, my Aether was spent, what with the lack of an aura around my body, and I could clearly feel the strikes of blunted ground against beaten body.

Finally, the whirling stopped. I tentatively opened my eyes and found the oppressive darkness staring back at me. I was sprawled out as if I had been launched from a cannon, which is technically what happened. My body ached all over, but I could not afford repose in this place. They'd soon establish defensive perimeters to try and trap me. Resting wasn't a choice.

**[ Now Exiting {Village of Patch} ]****  
><strong>**[ Now Entering {Riverside Forest} ]**

At least I'm out of the village vicinity.

"Keep moving Balt." I slowly stood up and eyed my appearance. Nothing was torn, although my jacket and jeans had a bit of grime in them. The damage was mostly superficial. Heck, the bag looked the same the first time I picked it up. {Legendary} it certainly was. All in all, I had everything accounted—

"Where's my knife?" I echoed.

The wind's only reply was an eerie howl.

Where the fuck is my knife!? Did I drop it somewhere!? Ah crap!

**[ Dropped {Not-so-shitty Knife} ]**

Fuck you captain obvious!

I surveyed my surroundings in hope of finding a glint of metal, unlikely since it's nighttime. I backtracked, using the trail of pulverized soil as my guide. I must've dropped it somewhere when I hit the ground. Shit. Grimm are active during nighttime. Without it, I'll have no means of protection.

**[ {ANXIETY} DETECTED! ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm Shift: {Brevity} to {Desperado} ]**

"ARH-WOOOOOOOOOOOOO!", a menacing howl. One I hear so clearly my ears start ringing from the sheer volume of it. I cover them in an attempt to quell a headache threatening to split my skull. My head hurts so much I think a series of bombs exploded somewhere inside my cranium, and they still haven't completely detonated. Following the howl, I hear a mass of thuds and grunts. They move out with the ominous, deliberate pace of a Roman Legion. I could picture them out. 6 of them—no—8. One's leading the pack. Curses! They're nearing my position, arriving from the north. I could hear their synchronized thumps and rabid snarls getting louder.

"ARH-WOOOOOOOOOOO!", Another howl. Definitely wolves.

Hawking's Chair! Puke! I wanna puke! I'm hearing too much! A putrid smell fills my nostrils. My senses are overloaded with so much shit. Shit! Wolves hunt in packs. And if they're anything like that Ursa, then they're much deadlier than the wolves back home. Fucking shitty wolves. Where are they? They must be close if I can hear them so well.

**[Codex updated: {Beowolf} ]**

_I'd say the situation's pretty 'Grimm'_. _They'd probably 'wolf' you down._ Morbid thoughts go away.

I could see the trees more clearly despite the darkness, and I quickly spotted a familiar looking blade lying lackadaisically on the ground.

_Not-so-shitty knife! _

Ignoring the agonizing headache, I sped towards the weapon and sheathed it immediately. Okay, that's one problem crossed out.

**[ Equipped {Not-so-shitty Knife} ]**

Now I have to survive the night. Why hasn't the conflict been resolved yet!? There aren't any hostiles near me. Unless…

Suddenly, I'm consumed by one of my greatest fears—being eaten alive by wild animals. I began to panic. I was in a dark forest, with light whatsoever. I felt like Stephen Hawking, but without his chair, about to be ripped apart into black holes.

_What do you call a lost wolf? A Where-Wolf. LOL! That was Hawkward._ Shitty puns! You're not helping!

**[ Conflict Resolved ]****  
><strong>**[ Returning to Default Number of Paradigm States: {1} ]****  
><strong>**[Current Paradigm: {Desperado} ]****  
><strong>**[ {FEAR} DETECTED! ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm Shift: {Desperado} to {Noctis} ]**

All at once, the sounds disappeared. The gentle sound of wind clashing wood reigned my auditory senses. the erratic beat of my heart superseded the thumps of those wolven monstrosities. The rancid scent now a faint, coppery odor. What the hell? What happened? Was that real? I wasn't sure if I was hallucinating or hearing things. Everything seemed so vivid like I could depict them in my thoughts. Perhaps {Desperado} is some sort of sensory ability?

"Grrrr…"

"Eeeek!", I yelp in fear. The sheer femininity of the voice bringing slight shame to myself and my uncle, wherever he was. I could hear a feral growl around me. My eyes were wide open in attention, keen on identifying the source, in the faint hope of scaring the potential predators with my terrified stare.  
><em>Unlikely.<em>

**[ Activating Combat Mode ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm {Noctis} is Now Locked! ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm {Celeris} is Now Passive! ]****  
><strong>**[ Current Paradigm (Default): {Brevity}]**

Seems like a fight was inevitable. At least it was just one wolf.

Drawing the blade on my right and the pistol on the other, I looked around for the Grimm. The bleakness of my situation had put me on edge, as I twitched at every sound and sign of movement. Its form suddenly entered my vision. Red eyes were looking at me. It had pitch black fur and the usual armor and mask that branded a Grimm. I gripped my knife tightly, which was already red in color.

"Hello shitty wolf." I greet.

Its response was a feral lunge. I side-stepped from the swipe and offered a rising slash for its recklessness. A long gash ran horizontally over what I assumed was its ribcage. It clutched the wound momentarily as it reached the forest floor, availing nothing but air. I aimed the pistol for the finish, but thought better of it and simply threw the knife at its head. The blade went beyond flesh and embedded itself on earth. _Hostile down._

"No question I'm top dog here."

**[ Conflict Resolved ]****  
><strong>**[ Returning to Default Number of Paradigm States: {1} ]****  
><strong>**[Current Paradigm: {Brevity} ]**

I glanced towards the disintegrating form of the Beowolf. "My first Grimm kill, huh?"

**[Codex updated: {Grimm} ]**

Whitish-blue wisps erupted from its corpse and rushed towards me. I tried to dodge, but it was relentless in its pursuit. Soon, it reached me, and I somehow felt _fuller_. More complete, it was even possible. It was like drinking water, but without the liquid on your throat. I could feel it coursing through me. What was that? Aether? Now's not the time to think about this. I needed to leave.

**[You have killed your first Grimm. You have been granted your first Quintessence]**

Umm…awesome?

Retrieving the knife, I pondered about where to go from here. I couldn't return to Patch or else I'll risk incarceration. All the more with my lack of knowledge and their knowledge of me. I'd be taken into questioning and from there, it'll probably get worse.

"Think later. Right now, covering distance takes priority." They're looking for me. I have to stay out of sight.

Heaving an irrepressible sigh, I looked up towards the sky and saw some aircraft flying, presumably out of the island. It was blinking in the same manner airplanes back on Earth did. _That's my ticket out of here._

"The woods were lovely, dark and deep." I murmured while walking. "But I had promises to keep, and miles to go before I sleep." Frost, you words are spot on.

"Almost always, the best way out is through." Thus, I ventured through the darkened night.

**[ {BRAVERY} DETECTED! ]****  
><strong>**[ Paradigm Shift: {Brevity} to {Noctis} ]**

* * *

><p>Author's Note: I need a beta.<p> 


	10. Decisions

Freedom lies in being bold.

-Robert Frost

Decisions, Decisions

Trees. Trees everywhere. It's a long night ahead. The quietness of the forest was disrupted by grunts, profanities and the occasional—

"…_..ehihihihi….."_

-laughter of a baby. Don't get me wrong, A baby's laughter is one of the most beautiful sounds you'll ever hear. Unless you're alone in a forest at night with not a baby in sight.

"…_..ehihihihi….."_The premonition echoes throughout the forest, scaring the shit out of me.

"Bloody vagina!" I shout, warily glancing around for the source. I swear I'm gonna shoot you—whatever that's making these laughs. I'm not taking it like a white guy in some horror movie.

"…_..Hahahihi….."_If this is your definition of adorable, try again. That's just fucking horrible.

In the late hours of a cold night, the chances of anyone being in the harsh wilderness are remote. So pardon my fearful stance. With no cave in sight and the idea of sleeping on a trench impractical, I kept moving with the hope of finding refuge. With any luck, whatever uncle taught me and my own knowledge of hostile environments can get me to shelter. But the enormity of the task ahead plagues my mind, and I can't help but hope for something to guide me.

"…_..ehihihihi….."_The ghostly sound bellows leftward. Definitely not going that way. That path ain't hiding nothin' but madness. 'Naw mean?

"Would you mind changing the tone? It's not very reassuring." I beckon to whomever was listening. Poltergeist scared the bajeezus out of me and I don't want a hands-on version of the damn movie. I've been on transit for hours now. Half of the time I was running from the militia, the other in a vain search for sanctuary. Sooner or later, I'd collapse from exhaustion.

_Robert Frost should go suck a dick._

A loud hoot from above catches my attention, prompting me to look at the perpetrator.

"Phoo.", the bird declares in greeting. Its big, yellow eyes bored through mine as it perched on the branches of a tree. From a distance I was never threatened, in fact, I was infatuated with its beauty. A large, black figure lured me with its noble gait. Its eyes staring unblinkingly and its figure straight as longsword. Its feathers were as black as shadow. Beak pointed as a curved sword. Talons as shiny as a brilliant gem. As I looked closer I could see that hidden from my previous view was an almost invisible glow. A certain aura exuded its form.

"Hello?" I acknowledged tentatively.

"…" It continued to stare, those unblinking yellow orbs on fidgety black. It unnerved the hell out of me. It tilts its head, seemingly assessing and judging me.

Then it abruptly leaves. As if dismissing me as not worth its time, flying past the trees north of me. I must be real ugly if even an animal dashes away.

"Hey! Wait!", I shout. My throat burns from the effort, vocal cords protesting from continued use. _Seems like I need to drink water._

"Can you look for help? Hello!", I call. It does not answer. Damn, it's gone.

"I don't wanna be owl by myself." Hehe…

Should I follow it? Owls are symbolic of death in many traditions. Birds, especially birds of the night, are often associated with departed souls. The owl is no exception. In Rome, they signify imminent death.

"…_..Hihihi….."_Quiet you.

It was a tough dilemma— trail the bird of death and risk a swift death, or walk the gateway to Nopetown, but risk facing a scary-ass alien worthy of being a part of Lovecraftian lore. It was a real tough decision to know what to do. The implications of making the wrong decision were quite terrifying.

"…_..Hahahihi….."_This is the fifth time! Stop it!

That laugh made the decision-making process much easier. After emptying my canteen of its contents, I walked towards where the bird flew off.

**[ Consuming {Water Canteen} ]**

**[ Fully Consumed {Water Canteen} ]**

"…_..Ehehehe…"_What?It's the old man's turn to laugh now?

Definitely not regretting my choice.

* * *

><p>I see something in the distance, its outline perceivable from the moon's milky light. A clear channel through the trees offers a direct path to it, almost two hundred meters from where I am. A building?<p>

"Whaddya know? The owl did lead me to something." _To safety? Or death?_

I trudged towards the foot of the abandoned wooden cabin. The door was smashed open, almost as if something _big_swiped at it. _Like that shitty bear._Its windows were practically nonexistent. The roof was big gaping hole. It's safe to say that it's been a long time since someone lived here. _Before they died._Broken furniture welcomed my winded form as I walked inside— a ripped bed with faint blood stains, a smashed table, and a splintered cabinet. It's hard to see from the lack of a light source other than the one thousands of kilometers above me. Cracking the glowstick alight, I surveyed the house.

**[ Consuming {Weak Glowstick} ]**

'Nothing useful.' The wardrobe didn't have anything. Well I didn't expect much in the first place.

Setting camp with whatever materials I had—which were none—I sat on the hard floor and tucked the glowstick on my bag. Now that I'm arguably far from the vestiges of civilization, I could safely study the phone and my semblance without interruption. Depositing the gloves on my bag in exchange or the rations, I resumed my extrapolation.

**[ Dropped {Gloves of Derision} ]**

"Paradigm status: {Celeris}." I intoned while eating a Grimmola Bar. These were pretty good for rations.

**[ Consuming {Grimmola Bar} ]**

**{Celeris}**

**Ancient art of an old huntsman whose name is lost.**

**The style brazened the existence of Huntsmen.**

**A Huntsman's emphasis on engaging beasts with speed no doubt traces back to the First Huntsman.**

**He saw the hunt as a dirge of farewell, wishing only that his prey might rest in peace.**

**The concept of 'prey' has changed, and peace, as he learnt in his demise— a lie.**

**Level I- Alacritas (Unlocked)**

**Increases the user's swiftness and reflexes. Ability improves as {Celeris} skills are unlocked. Effect applies only when under this paradigm.**

**Level II- Weapon Proficiency (Unlockable)**

**?**

**Level III- Equipoise (Locked)**

**?**

**Level IV- Glyph Master (Locked)**

**?**

**Level V – Quickening (Locked)**

**?**

"Okay, this is officially my favorite Paradigm."

Unlockable? So gathering Quintessence reveals more of my abilities, which means I have to kill more Grimm. Does killing humans apply as well?

"We'll cross that bridge when we get there." I may be a scientist at heart, but I do have morals. Uncle Carl doesn't. That damn old man won't stop experimenting on me.

"Paradigm Status: {Ravager}."

**{Ravager}**

**Ancient art of an old huntsman whose name is lost.**

**Might controls everything. Without strength, you cannot gain anything.**

**In ages long past, a powerful but short-sighted king ruled the land,**

**erecting an awesome Iron Keep that stretched the known world as a symbol of his might.**

**Yet he succumbed to the hubris that swallowed his castle and kingdom whole.**

**Only Remnant remains.**

**Level I- Viribus (Unlocked)**

**Increases the user's physical strength greatly. Ability improves as {Ravager} skills are unlocked. Effect applies only when under this paradigm.**

**Level II- Vindication (Unlockable)**

**?**

**Level III- Combat Specialist (Locked)**

**?**

**Level IV- Entrancement (Locked)**

**?**

**Level V – Force Projection (Locked)**

**?**

So it's entirely strength based. My semblance is versatile that's for sure.

**[ Fully Consumed {Grimmola Bar} ]**

And lastly, the mind-fuck paradigm.

"Paradigm Status: {Desperado}."

**{Desperado}**

**Ancient art of an apprentice honoring the wishes of his master.**

**Light guides and reveals the ineffable. But if there is one thing to remember, it is this:**

**Fire fades, and it is inevitable and natural for the world to return to dark.**

**A nameless king, in a desperate attempt to keep the fire ablaze, cast himself into a bonfire.**

**His selfishness gave birth to a new age, to which we now enjoy.**

**Level I- Vigiles (Unlocked)**

**Greatly heightens all sensory faculties. Effect applies only when under this paradigm.**

**Level II- Pulse (Unlockable)**

**?**

**Level III- Mind of the Ancients (Locked)**

**?**

**Level IV- Anschauung (Locked)**

**?**

**Level V – Precognition (Locked)**

**?**

Precognition? I like the sound of that.

Now for the million-dollar question. Which should I unlock? {Noctis} would definitely be useful, but I'm not skilled enough for subterfuge or any covert operation for that matter. {Ravager} is nice and all, but the emotion requirement for it (anger) was too much of a wild card. I don't think {Desperado} is needed right now, especially when I can't handle the crazy spate of information.

"So either {Brevity} or {Celeris}?" Tough pick. My choices were Alchemy or Weapon Proficiency. Pills and position against hack 'n slash. Looking back, I got my ass handed out by a shotgun-bracelet wielding blonde and the local militia. If I couldn't keep up with them—these "Huntsmen"—, how else would I survive against Grimm? Overall, I need to improve my combat ability.

Opening {Celeris} again, I hovered over the Unlockable button. There are no take-backs for this. I pressed the word, and the question marks unraveled instantaneously.

**{Celeris}**

**Ancient art of an old huntsman whose name is lost.**

**The style that brazened Huntsmen.**

**A Huntsman's emphasis on engaging beasts with speed no doubt traces back to the First Huntsman.**

**He saw the hunt as a dirge of farewell, wishing only that his prey might rest in peace.**

**The concept of 'prey' has since changed, and peace, as he learnt in his demise— was a lie.**

**Level I- Alacritas (Unlocked)**

**Increases the user's swiftness and reflexes. Ability improves as {Celeris} skills are unlocked. Effect applies only when under this paradigm.**

**Level II- Weapon Proficiency (Unlocked)**

**Grants the ability to understand and use any and all weapons with the proficiency of a master. Effect applies only when under this paradigm.**

**Level III- Equipoise (Locked)**

**?**

**Level IV- Glyph Master (Locked)**

**?**

**Level V – Quickening (Locked)**

**?**

Instant mastery of a weapon, huh? That's a broken ability right there.

**[ Quintessence offered. Attunement with Aether has deepened. ]**

"Yay. More cryptic shit." I drably muttered. At least I'll have a better chance of winning a fight now without resorting to trickery.

Next on my agenda: The Almighty One Phone.

"Behold! The One Phone, forged by the Dark Lord Nokia in the fires of Mount China.", I lifted it up reverently as Gollum would the Ring.

The Phone was deathly silent, as if speaking a language unknown to me. No doubt the Black Speech, the Dark Tongue of Mordor. I shall not fear thy globed mouth, infernal object. Thy heart is stone and it shall not tremble from your eyeless gaze.

"Okay that's enough roleplaying." Channeling Aether on the hand holding the phone, I patiently wait for a sign of it charging.

**[ {WILL} DETECTED! ]**

**[ Paradigm Shift: {Noctis} to {Brevity} ]**

Minutes pass and I started to wonder if the old man was a swindler. He did claim that the phone was old. Then a blink from the tablet dashed away my pessimism.

_1%_

And abruptly brought it back full force.

"Great, this is gonna take a while."

To be honest, I'm _really_ tired. Fighting soldiers and running for miles can take a lot out of you, especially when you draw out soul-magic. I check the phone again.

_2%_

Goddammit. The rate of charge was baffling. No wonder no one bought this, it's too high-maintenance. Then again—

Fapping. I hear fapping. What the hell. If someone's getting off from whatever I'm experiencing, then you're some sick fuck.

_It's flapping asshole. The bird's here._

"Phoo.", a tootle from above. The shadowy beast descends from the darkness of the sky. It lands majestically in the remains of the wooden roof, looking intently at me again.

"Owl can I help you?", I greeted cheerfully. I couldn't resist the pun.

"Phoo." It replied.

"Can you say something else besides that infernal hoot?"

"Phoo."

"Are you going to keep tootling 'till I'm crazy?"

"Phoo.", it tilts its head slightly.

Does it comprehend what I'm saying? "If you understand me, blink twice."

"Phoo.", it does just that.

That's…not right. Oh wait, otherworld bullshit. "I don't suppose you could keep me company then, just for the night?"

"Hooo.", it nods.

The owl flew closer and settled at the top of the wardrobe where I lay propped up. The company wasn't unpleasant. At least, I couldn't truly say I was alone, even if it was just a bird.

I looked back at the screen.

_6%_

Really? How long does charging take?

* * *

><p>Three hours. Three damn hours, and it's still at 79%. My eyelids were starting to droop. <em>So sleepy.<em>

Sleep was the mistress lying on the bed of weariness. It's constantly beckoning. A seductive whisper telling you to let go of consciousness. That all you have to do is shut your eyes and the all your problems will go away.

_Temptress of men and women. Begone!_

The clouds move steadily, almost trance-like. Tendrils of darkness start to creep in my vision. _Melatonin production is increasing_. The smell of aged wood intoxicates my peripherals. A sweet scent. Everything is a lull. I want to sleep. Just ten minutes would be fine, right?

My body was begging me to stop the ceaseless discharge, but I _wanted_ to keep going. I'm running on every last reserve just to keep feeding the damn phone. It felt like I was being sucked dry and not the good kind of sucking.

Then I blacked out.

**[ Status Effect: {Forced Sleep} ]**

**Nevertheless, the phone continued to consume.**

* * *

><p>The gentle breeze and mating call of cicadas surrounded a young girl standing rigidly at a cliff's edge. Leaves fell uncaringly as she cast another sad look down the words etched in stone. She looked at the marble forlornly, hands clenched together in prayer for the lost soul. The hood is put down, revealing black shoulder-length hair with red tints at its edges.<p>

"Hey mom." She starts with a pained grimace. "I'm 15 now. I've been drinking milk like you wanted. Things have been pretty tense around here." She puts her hands behind her back, fidgeting slightly under the stone's reflection.

"Some guy went around Patch last night and beat up Yang." Upon noticing the meaning of her words, she hastily added another set to avoid confusion. "But don't worry! She was just unconscious! She's grounded for skipping school, so she learned her lesson. Probably…" she finished uncertainly.

The stone listens to the child's ramblings, offering nothing but its stony visage as a response. The girl seemed satisfied in this arrangement, yet her heart tells another story altogether.

"Oh! Uncle Qrow's going to be out in a mission for awhile." She beams. The smile was both genuine and painful. The thought of losing _another_ loved one was a wound she was not ready to take. She still carried the tender scars of her mother. And if she lost her uncle…

No doubt she would break apart.

Lightly pumping her right fist, she continues. "Something about shady business and all that. It's top-secret!"

A bark from behind urges her to finish up. She turns around and sees a short and stubby corgi panting happily near the verdant greenery.

"Okay Zwei! I'm almost done." She hollers.

The dog barks in response.

Looking back at the stone, she whispers sullenly. "I miss you, mom. I really do." Her lips start to quiver and a lone tear streaks down her left eye. Upon noticing, she quickly dabs out the liquid with her sleeve.

Amidst grief, she found the strength to grin. "I'm going to Vale to buy some parts for Crescent Rose. Wish me luck!" Her cheerfulness, false as it was, did little to ease the heartache. She walks away, but not before giving her mother the words she wished she'd said before her departure.

"I love you."

The stone answered quietly in valediction.

* * *

><p>Trees were everywhere and leaves fell endlessly down the softened ground. The trek back to Patch was the same as always for little Red. A dull ubiquity, she muses. And so with all the energy and innocence of a young girl about to be introduced to teenage hormones, she ran through Cliffside Forest, turning and twirling around a tune, dog in tow.<p>

"C'mon Zwei! You can run faster than that!" the girl taunts merrily. A song blares from her headphones, the newest song by Casey Lee Williams.

The dog grunts in the effort and runs 'harder' as opposed to running faster. Its small stature ensured that it could not speed up any quicker than the rate it's going now. Small dogs run longer, not faster. Surely he was trying his very best, not that the girl knew.

"We are light~ning!" She sings while narrowly avoiding the trunk of a tree. The dog starts to slow from the impossible pursuit. 'Why do I even try?', it ponders.

"Str~aying from the thunder!" She starts to skip lightly, adding a spin before the _awesome_ chorus. A leaf fell meters before her, its trajectory would definitely land at her wide open—

"Mira~ack!?" –mouth. The girl stops running from the unexpected object threatening to choke her. Momentum, however, wasn't very forgiving. Soon, she stumbled forth—twisting and twirling uncontrollably—and eventually stopped on the foot of a tree.

She spat out the offending leaf and wiped dabbed drool off her mouth. "Hopefully nobody saw that." She muttered embarrassed. The song continued to play, but the dog was nowhere to be found.

"Zwei?", she called out.

Seconds pass, and she heard a familiar woof a short distance west of where she lay.

"Stay there! I'm coming over!" After patting off the grime and smoothing her skirt, she sped off towards the source.

A dilapidated, wooden house greeted her on arrival. It looked like it was destroyed by an Ursa. _Not good._

"Zwei!", she beckoned. There was no answer. She unfurled her High-Calibre Sniper-Scythe, Crescent Rose, and held it defensively. Steeling herself, she walked inside. The door was deliberately wrecked. She gripped her weapon tightly and ventured deeper.

"Zwei?" She asked tentatively while casting a look inside. What she saw horrified her. Faint blood stains decorated the bed, now destroyed. A boy was lying in a death-like state, hand clutching tightly on his scroll. He wore a red jacket over a white shirt, blue jeans, some sneakers and a black cap. But that's not what shocked her the most.

"Zwei…" she whispered, obviously scandalized by what she was dog was…humping…over poor boy's leg.

The boy stirred and she immediately stiffened. The boy wasn't dead? He opened his eyes, dark as coal, and looked at the dog first, then her.

He blinked, took a deep breath, and screamed.

"HOLY SHIT!"


End file.
